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  Chapter 1
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  “I watched you through the window, young one. You’ve been standing before my door for more than half an hour now. Why didn’t you knock? Come, enter, so I can close the door. The warmth escapes, and it is going to snow.


  “What do they call you?”


  …


  “Mandigaill the Hunter. A strong name, a good name. Mandigaill? Ah, yes, Wolves’ Friend in Ancient Baltoc. And how old are you, Friend of Wolves?”


  …


  “Sixteen. I see. Who sent you?”


  …


  “Verial. Yes, I remember him well and with pleasure. And you want?”


  …


  “A tale. I can tell you a tale, if you can pay the price. Has Verial explained everything to you?”


  …


  “Not everything. I thought so. Which tale would you like me to tell you? Choose wisely, for I can tell you tales that carry wisdom in them, or those that will make your blood hot and make your heart beat faster.”


  …


  “Ah, you want the tale of Anaxantis. I see. Of Anaxantis of the House of Tanahkos, Prince of Ximerion. You want wisdom and hot blood all in one. You like your tales strong and bitter. You want to hear about the downfall of a prince. You want to know how royal blood came to flow so low. I can tell you that tale, but not in one evening. And every evening you must pay my price anew. I know shorter tales.”


  …


  “No? So be it. Anaxantis’s tale it is. The first part of my price. You must swear on your life — for I have no interest in your soul — that you will tell, within the year, to someone at least two seasons younger than you, but no more than six, about the tales of Randamor the Recluse. Do you promise?”


  …


  “Good, the first part is paid. Now for the second part. You must whisper in my ear a secret that you have never told before to anyone. Take care, Mandigaill the Hunter, for I shall know if it is not a true secret.”


  …


  “As secrets go, it was not much. But it was true, and I can see why you are ashamed of it and kept it to yourself until now. The second part is paid. Has Verial told you the third one?”


  …


  “Then show me.”


  …


  “Two hares you shot yourself only this afternoon, young and tender. And strong root vegetables, and herbs, and two loaves of freshly baked bread. A bottle of strong, brown beer. Do you know how to prepare all this?”


  …


  “Your grandmother taught you to make a stew. Very well, Hunter, go and chop wood for the stove and for the fire this evening and then prepare our meal.”


  “I watched you through the window, Mandigaill the Hunter. You chopped more than enough wood for tonight and even for tomorrow. That is kind, but it will not lower my price. Now, prepare your stew. There is the kitchen, and while you wash the vegetables and cut the hares, I will start the tale of Anaxantis and the Invisible Chains.”
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  In his private apartments, Tenaxos I, high king of Ximerion, sat by the hearth with his childhood friend and trusted general, Demrac Tarngord. Both men were in their mid-fifties. They drank warm, spiced wine. It was late March, and the evenings were still chilly. Demrac Tarngord was one of the few persons in the kingdom who could call the high king, in private, by his given name.


  “I have called you here, old friend,” Tenaxos said, “because once more I need your services.”


  “They’re yours for the asking, Tenax,” Demrac replied.


  “Lately our spies are bringing disturbing news out of the kingdom of Lorsanthia. The new king, Vartoligor XIII, is not of the same mold as his father. He came late to the throne, and he seems to feel that if he is to make a name for himself, he must act within the next few years. His father has conquered the kingdom of Trachia, but there were rebellions during his whole reign. This was good for us, since they needed all their forces to keep their new province subdued. Covertly, we have supported a princeling of the last Trachian dynasty. Now our spies tell me that he has lost his last foothold in Trachia, and that he has fled over the border with a band of barely two hundred followers. This will soon prove to be the end of all resistance, I fear.”


  “And we are the next great prize,” Demrac added.


  “Precisely. If war breaks out between Ximerion and Lorsanthia, we must at all costs deliver a decisive blow to the enemy as soon as possible. We can’t hope to win a protracted conflict. Lorsanthia’s resources are far greater than ours, which means that in the long run we will lose. Therefore, I have decided to go myself to our southern border with an eighty thousand strong army. You know as well as I do that the southern border is riddled with weak points. Castles and forts are in disrepair, and the loyalty of the trader towns is doubtful at best. I hope to mend these shortcomings. At the same time, a show of strength might make Vartoligor think twice before attacking us.”


  “Which army group do you wish me to command?” Demrac asked.


  “Not so hasty, Dem. I need you elsewhere. Most of our other borders are safe enough and the coast is protected by our fleet. Only in the North do we have a vulnerable spot.”


  That is not exactly true, Tenaxos thought. We have more weak points on the eastern border and I am not all that sure that every bay and every harbor is patrolled carefully enough by the fleet.


  “The border at the Renuvian Plains,” Demrac said. “But, I thought we had a treaty with the Mukthars.”


  “We have, but what is it worth? We simply cannot leave our northern border open to attack. Not while the bulk of our forces is engaged in the South.”


  “You want me to go to the province of Amiratha, Tenax?”


  “Yes, my friend. I am, however, not going to order you. You more than deserve to be made lord governor of the Northern Marches, but I cannot give you that commission. The most I can do is appoint you commander of the Northern Army, and even that is more title than substance. I can only spare you three regiments and a cavalry unit of 250 men. That is 3,850 men in total. With only these scant forces at your disposal I need you to guard my back, Dem.”


  “You know you can count on me, but why are you leaving the post of lord governor open?”


  “I’m not. I’m taking my two eldest sons, Tenaxos and Portonas, with me to the South and I’m appointing my two youngest sons both as lord governor, with equal power.”


  “Ehandar and Anaxantis? But they are young and still untried.”


  Tenaxos smiled.


  “How old were we, my friend, when we fought beside my father for the crown of Ximerion?”


  “Granted, we were even younger, but isn’t it a great risk to entrust our only vulnerable spot to their inexperience?”


  “That’s precisely why I need you to keep an eye on them. Beside the official charter with the powers and duties of the lord governors, I will give you a secret one, that will enable you, if necessary, to take matters in hand.”


  “Tenax, is it wise to appoint two lord governors? Isn’t it usually better to have one leader making decisions instead of two?”


  “Yes, and as a last resort that one chief is you, my friend. If the chances of war were to turn against us, and I and my eldest sons fall on the battlefield, Ehandar and Anaxantis would be the last hope of the Royal House of Tanahkos. I should have been more farsighted, but the truth is that I have put all my expectations in my two eldest sons and neglected the younger ones. Now I have no idea which of them could succeed me on the throne, if it ever became necessary.”


  “I would think that is a foregone conclusion. Ehandar is strong and already has a loyal following among the young nobles. Anaxantis is a sickly boy, weak and with his nose buried in ancient books.”


  “That may be true, but who knows what the times will demand? A strong king or a wise one? That is why I will give them equal power. To be honest, I expect that Ehandar will take the lead, and that Anaxantis will bow to his older brother. However, you are not to intervene if there is strife between the two. Just see to it that it doesn’t harm the defenses of the province of Amiratha. I understand I am putting you in a very difficult position and that is why I don’t want to order you to take this responsibility upon you. Oh, one thing more. Ehandar will not be permitted to take his friends with him.”


  “In other words you are testing them. You can count on me, Tenax, as always.”


  “Thank you, my friend, I expected as much. You will leave for the Northern Marches in three weeks. I want you to write me a weekly report.”


  “And you will also have your spies to keep you informed, of course.”


  “Of course.”
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  “Have you taken leave of your senses, Tenax?” Queen Emelasuntha roared as she entered the council room. “Are you trying to kill your own son? I demand that you retract that decree immediately.”


  Tenaxos stood with his two oldest sons and four of his generals before a large table covered with maps.


  He sighed.


  “Madam, you will kindly refrain from barging into my council, yelling like a common fishwife,” he roared back.


  “You know damn well that Anaxantis is too sick to undertake a journey to the Northern Marches,” Emelasuntha continued, undaunted.


  Tenaxos understood that this was not going be a trifling matter to be dispensed with casually.


  “Gentlemen,” he said, “it seems this meeting is over. Please retire and keep yourselves at my disposal.”


  His sons and generals left the room.


  “Madam, you tire my patience to the utmost. I will not tolerate this behavior any longer.”


  “And I will not tolerate that you take my son from me and send him into the wilderness.”


  “The province of Amiratha is hardly the wilderness, Madam. And may I remind you that I am high king of Ximerion and not you, Madam. Not you.”


  “High king of Ximerion,” Emelasuntha spat in contempt. “When your forefathers were still robber barons, my forebears were kings and queens of Zyntrea.”


  “That your brother Kurtigaill may still call himself king of Zyntrea, instead of being a beggar in his own capital, Madam, is thanks to the support he receives from me. You’d better remember that. You may think little of the high kings of Ximerion, but let me assure you that I am still master in my own house.”


  Emelasuntha was about to riposte.


  “Shut your mouth, Madam, before I shut it for you. I have appointed Anaxantis lord governor of the Northern Marches, and within two weeks he will depart to take up that commission. Do I make myself clear, Madam? Furthermore, he will take with him no servants, no tutors, no doctors, nobody at all that you may choose for him. The army will provide in all his needs. The same goes for Ehandar, by the way.”


  “Ehandar.” She spoke the name as if it were a curse. “You’re setting my son up by sending that presumptuous brute with him. Do you think I can’t see through your malicious little plan? By appointing both with equal power you invite discord and strife between the two of them. Besides, Anaxantis is too young.”


  “Then he’d better grow up fast, Madam, for go he will.”


  Tenaxos went to the wall and pulled a cord twice. A few moments later a company of Royal Guards entered the room.


  “Captain,” Tenaxos barked, “escort the queen to her apartments. She is not to leave them and she is not to receive visitors, other than her maids. I’ll hold you personally responsible for any breach of this order.”


  “You wouldn’t dare,” Emelasuntha gasped.


  “Watch me, Madam, watch me.”


  Tenaxos turned again to the captain.


  “Off you go, Captain.”


  The Royal Guards marched the queen out of the room. Tenaxos sank in the chair behind his desk.


  I’d rather fight Vartoligor than Emelasuntha, he thought. She will plant her spies in the Army of the North, if she hasn’t already done so. And so will Ehandar. He is young, but he is a prince of the House of Tanahkos, so it’s in his blood. Both will have their informers in the Army of the South as well. Ehandar is no problem. He will be in the Northern Marches, with scant troops and troubles of his own. But that arch intriguer, that firebrand will weave her plots here, in my own capital. Before I leave myself, I’ll have to confine her to a place far away from the center of power and see to it that she is strictly guarded.


  She’s right of course. Anaxantis is young and infirm. Maybe I must give Demrac instructions to guard his life, if nothing else. Yet, I have to know what mettle he is made of. I was born a duke’s son and created a prince when my father grasped the crown out of the dead hands of his predecessor. When all is said and done, Father was a usurper. I, at least, inherited the crown. But my sons are the first of the House of Tanahkos who were born princes. We are too recent upon the throne to take any risks.


  I must know how they will stand up when confronted with trouble. And trouble there will be. The Mukthars have been quiet for too long, and the treaty is not worth the parchment it is written upon. Not that they are a grave danger. They are just robbers, and after sacking a city or two they will return home with their plunder over the Renuvian Plains and behind the Somertian Mountains. I have given Ehandar and Anaxantis deliberately far too few troops to resist them effectively, but out of what they will do with such meager resources, out of how they will react in such a disadvantageous position, I will learn a lot about them.


  I’d prefer for my eldest son to succeed me. That is, if there still is a Kingdom of Ximerion for him to inherit when the time comes. But the House of Tanahkos has its own rules. The crown will go to the strongest or the wisest, or, most likely, the most ruthless.


  


  [image: ]



  It is no use, Anaxantis thought, the wagon shakes too much. I can’t read. He put the book aside. From where he sat he could see a part of the small army, as a ribbon before him on the meandering road. At the head of the narrow column rode his older brother Ehandar and commander Demrac Tarngord. Behind them rode three soldiers, carrying the standards of Ximerion and the two lord governors. Ximerion’s ancient flag depicted two crossed swords in gold on a red field.


  The princes had been allowed to choose their personal coats of arms when they turned fifteen. Ehandar had picked an eagle, not the traditional one, but a black one, falling, claws wide open, on its prey, on a field of azure. There were also forests, mountain ranges and a sun depicted on the flag.


  It looks more like a tapestry than a standard, Anaxantis thought. His own coat of arms consisted of a black dragon on a field of gold. Nothing else.


  Every day he tried to ride beside Ehandar, but he always had to give up after a few hours. He began to cough, became dizzy and had to dismount to let himself be carried along in the wagon. Just like Ehandar he had a personal guard of six soldiers. He had tried to show one of them how to make his medicinal herb tea, but after the first evening he had decided that it was more convenient to make it himself.


  When his father had told them that he had appointed them both as lord governors of the Northern Marches, he had been dumbfounded at first. Why? he had wondered. I am not strong like Ehandar. I don’t know how to wield a sword. After the first shock had abated, he had begun to think what he could contribute. For three weeks before their departure he had practically lived in the library. He had read all there was to read about the province of Amiratha which, together with a few lesser territories, formed the Northern Marches. He had read about the population, the agriculture and commerce, the cities and towns, the fortifications, and, most importantly, about the main threat, the wild tribe of the Mukthars. He had studied maps of the province, the Renuvian Plains and the Somertian Mountains, behind which the land of the Mukthars lay. He had taken notes and sent his servants to the booksellers in Ormidon, the capital city, to buy history books about the Northern Marches, both after and before it was conquered by, and integrated into, the kingdom of Ximerion.


  After a while he had looked forward to leaving for the North.


  It is an adventure of sorts, and it will be nice to see new places and meet different people. As much as I love Mother, she can be overpowering at times. Maybe it is not a bad thing to spend some time far away from her. And what do I leave behind? They will have books in the cities of Dermolhea and Ghiasht. Maybe even books that you can’t find in Ormidon. Friends I don’t have, thanks to my poor condition and Mother who keeps everyone away from me because she doesn’t trust anyone. Ehandar will come as well. He doesn’t like me very much, and who could blame him? Father has ordered him to keep me company for a few hours each day, while he’d rather be hunting or training in sword fighting with Tenaxos and Portonas. I bet he’d also rather be commander in Father’s army with our brothers, than be lord governor of the Northern Marches with me and this pitiful force, even if it is called the Army of the North. But he can hardly blame me for that, can he? Since we both have the same responsibilities, we will have to pass much of our time together. Maybe I can change his mind about me.


  Ehandar and Anaxantis could not have been more different. Ehandar, older by a year, was tall and moderately muscular. He wore his black hair long. It softened the strong, angular features of his handsome face. Anaxantis was a full head shorter and skinny, bordering on scrawny. His short, blond hair was usually tousled. His face, though attractive, was soft and childlike for his sixteen years.


  The princes were half brothers. Ehandar’s mother had died, shortly after giving birth to him. Only a few months later Tenaxos had married her close friend, Emelasuntha, sister of the king of Zyntrea. The House of Tanahkos, only for the second generation on the throne, needed this alliance with an old and venerable, though weak, royal dynasty to enhance its legitimacy. While Tenaxos had loved Ehandar’s mother, his second wedding was more a political convenience than a union of hearts.


  When he was twelve, Anaxantis had fallen sick with an ill-defined ailment from which he never recovered fully and which left him weak and easily tired. Emelasuntha had insisted on choosing her own Zyntrean doctors. She had always doted on her son, but since his sickness she had begun to spoil the boy and suffocate him with excessive motherly care. Tenaxos had watched this course of events with scarcely repressed irritation. He had tried to counter Emelasuntha’s influence by having the boys educated together and ordering Ehandar to spend time with his younger brother. He had hoped that some of Ehandar’s ruggedness and strength would rub off on Anaxantis. Ehandar always was attended by his young noble friends, while formally obeying his father’s wishes. Emelasuntha saw to it that Anaxantis was at all times surrounded by servants to watch over him, so that he didn’t exert himself, and to carry his books and medicines and the sweets she provided in large quantities, but from which her son ate sparingly.


  The two brothers had barely spoken a word to each other for years, outside some empty formulas of politeness, although they were being taught together and often rode into the countryside, making frequent stops to let Anaxantis recuperate, or simply took long walks in the gardens of the castle. It always looked as if two distinct groups had met in the same place by accident. Tenaxos knew all this of course, but after a while had found it more rewarding to prepare his two oldest sons for their future responsibilities, and he had let the situation fester.


  Anaxantis admired his older brother and had tried to befriend him in the beginning. He had met with polite but cold indifference that was more hurtful than a downright rejection would have been. He sorely lacked a friend and would have given anything to be admitted in Ehandar’s circle. But he was never invited and always ignored. Anaxantis had often cried, late in the evening in his bed and wondered why his brother would have nothing to do with him. Several nights he had awoken, feeling his body contract and semen gushing out of his member. He never could remember exactly what he had been dreaming about, but he was almost certain that every time Ehandar had been in one way or another part of it. Whenever it happened he felt ashamed and confused, certain that a brother wasn’t supposed to evoke that kind of reaction.


  Eventually he had gotten used to his half brother ignoring him. He had, however, never completely given up.
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  Ehandar looked out over the landscape that had gradually become more undulating and craggy.


  Maybe this is a good thing after all, he thought. The operations in the South will be led by Father with rigorous discipline and there won’t be many occasions to shine. Here in the North, far away from Father’s supervision, I am lord governor and as good as my own man. Not quite. Not yet. Two problems remain to be solved.


  First Demrac. Father has intended him to be the true master of the North. Thank the Gods for spies. I always knew it would be useful to have a royal scribe in my pay. Neither Father nor Demrac suspect that I am aware of the secret charter and what it stipulates, but I know exactly within what margins I can operate. The articles concerning a possible conflict with the Mukthars make it plausible that Father expects that the treaty will be broken within the year. It will not be a big battle of course, but it will be a military operation nonetheless, and I will lead the Army of the North, such as it is. I may very well be the first among my brothers to see action. Father may have meant for Demrac to be the real decision maker, but we will see about that. Demrac is a valiant warrior, and the men trust him, but he is no strategist. Let him do the hard work. I will find a way to be the commander of the commander of the Army of the North.


  Then, Anaxantis, that annoying weakling. It is good to know that the secret charter gives me leeway to do practically all that I want to remove him from power, save outright kill him. But I will find a way. Demrac is under orders not to intervene.


  The little pest has taken everything from me. There are rumors that his mother poisoned mine to supplant her in Father’s bed. I wouldn’t put it past the evil witch. Then Father has forced me to be her whelp’s nanny for years. Years I could have spent with Tenaxos and Portonas, learning to fight, learning to command armies and how to rule. Instead they ignore me. They treat me as if I were a weakling myself. Father barely knows that I exist. As a final insult he made Anaxantis lord governor with equal powers to mine. The insufferable brat has cost me the respect of my whole family. As luck would have it, I know the king’s true intent, and I will give him exactly what he wants. And maybe somewhat more. It will hardly be my fault if the boy were to die from whatever sickness he has. After all, it is the way of the House of Tanahkos. Father himself got rid of his two younger brothers after he ascended the throne, or so they say. He can scarcely begrudge me one little half brother. I will begin by removing Anaxantis from the public eye. Then, when he is forgotten by everyone…


  Tomorrow we will arrive at the castle of Lorseth. Within a few days there will be but one lord governor of the Northern Marches. Me.
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  Chapter 2


  The Ways of the House of Tanahkos
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  “That was a fine meal, Friend of Wolves, whom they call the Hunter. Now let us go sit by the fireplace, me in the great chair and you on the stool in front of it.


  “I can tell the rest of the story in many ways. If you want me to tell it straightforward, you will get all of the excitement and all of the wisdom, but your blood will not run so hot. In that case, simply sit down. If you want me to elaborate and tell you precisely what happened in days of violence and nights of passion, you must undress before you take your seat.”


  …


  Why? How else will I know if I tell it like it should be told? How else will I know if it makes your blood run hot and your heart beat faster, Mandigaill, if I cannot see your member? The choice, as always, is yours.


  …


  “Yes, I know all the details as if I had been there myself.”


  …


  “Yes, take off everything.”


  …


  “You’ll understand one day, if and when you reach my age. There are but few joys that time, the great thief, leaves you. Telling about others’ encounters with lust and love, remembering one’s own and looking.


  “Keep your legs apart.”


  …


  “Wider… Good. If you want to hear more details touch yourself. Stroke harder if you still want to hear more, but careful, if you spend yourself, I will end my tale for the evening.”


  …


  “Indeed, this was the part that Verial didn’t tell you.”
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  Late in the afternoon the small Army of the North reached Lorseth, by the coast.


  The castle was built more than three hundred years ago, when Ximerion had conquered Amiratha. It lay on a high cliff by the sea and was surrounded by a thick stone wall. Around it were barracks that could house up to six thousand troops and quarters for the generals and captains. Lorseth Castle itself was the main keep, and lay in the northeastern corner on the highest point. Its back wall stood on the ridge of the cliff, overlooking the Bay of Lorseth. Its main building was a square tower, the residence of the lord governor. On the ground floor was the great hall, used for official functions and councils, and some smaller rooms. On the second floor were utilitarian rooms, and on the third the private apartments of the lord governor. The captain of the garrison welcomed the princes and the commander of the Northern Army. The rest of the day was taken up by the cantonment of the troops and their officers. Meanwhile Ehandar and Anaxantis inspected the castle. They lodged their personal guards in one of the smaller buildings. A small staff of a dozen or so servants took care of the maintenance of the place.


  Ehandar had ordered his and Anaxantis’s personal belongings and equipment to be brought to the living quarters of the lord governor. When the servants had left he had posted two guards at the gate of the tower, with strict orders they were not to be disturbed until next morning. The third floor was divided into a landing and one big room from where four doors led to three smaller ones and a bathroom. A fifth door gave access to a wide balcony, perched spectacularly above the cliffs. The room’s great windows looked out over the sea on one side and the courtyard on the other. It also sported a monumental hearth. On the wall facing the entrance stood a magnificent, four-poster bed, an enormous wardrobe and some smaller cabinets. A curtain that ran along the full length of the living accommodations, gave a modicum of privacy to the sleeping quarters when closed. The apartment also contained a table and chairs, a work desk and a big ornate armchair by the hearth.


  Ehandar took a quick look into the three smaller rooms. One of them was obviously meant for a manservant, because it contained a narrow bed and some sparse furniture.


  “I will sleep in the big bed and you will sleep in that room,” he said curtly to Anaxantis.


  Anaxantis sighed, but complied.


  Is this how it is going to be? he wondered. Better not provoke him for the moment. Maybe he’ll turn around once we have started working in earnest. He can’t possibly stay annoyed with me all of the time.


  The servants had made a fire in the hearth. Ehandar sat in the big armchair, looking into the flames, brooding.


  Tomorrow we must begin organizing the defense of the northern border. I will propose an inspection. Let’s see how Anaxantis will weather three days on horseback. He can’t do it and will have to return.


  Anaxantis sat at the table with a rare book that described the Renuvian Plains and the Somertian Mountains.


  The northern border is secured by mountain ranges, he mused, except for a gap of about hundred and twenty miles of relatively flat land that slopes down into the Renuvian Plains. According to the treaty with the Mukthars this is no-mans land, not to be occupied by either of us. It is sparsely populated, mainly by groups of outcasts. On the other side rise the Somertian Mountains, behind which the Mukthars live. Only two passes give access to the plains. The mountain pass of Queneq, and a small strip of land at the coast where the mountains slope down, the Urtdam-Dek Pass. The most sensible course of action would be to occupy these passes. We could easily defend them with five hundred men against a whole army. Even more so if we build fortifications there. That would be contrary to the terms of the treaty, but isn’t it just a question of time which of us violates it first?


  “Anaxantis, go to your room. I want to go to sleep,” Ehandar ordered.


  Who does he think he’s speaking to? Anaxantis fumed inside, I’m his brother. I am just as much lord governor as he is, and I am not his servant to be ordered around.


  For the moment, however, he thought it wise not to make waves.


  This has got to change. I will speak to him tomorrow, when we are both rested. Maybe he will be in a more receptive mood.


  “Good night then, Ehandar,” Anaxantis said.


  There came no response.
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  “The first thing we will do,” Ehandar said, “is make an inspection tour of the border. We can look for favorable places for border patrol posts.”


  “Wouldn’t it be sensible to reconnoiter the Renuvian Plains?” Anaxantis asked. “We should form advance guards that can function as an early warning system to give us time to prepare if and when the Mukthars decide to attack.”


  Demrac had listened in silence. The three men had convened in a room, next to the great hall, that functioned as war room. On one wall hung a great map of the northern border region.


  “The Renuvian Plains are neutral territory,” Demrac replied cautiously. “Sending patrols of armed soldiers there could be construed as an hostile act.”


  It has only just begun, he observed silently, and in true fashion of the House of Tanahkos they are already at loggerheads. It’s interesting, though. Ehandar opts for a passive, defensive strategy while Anaxantis supports a more proactive plan of action.


  “Don’t you think the Mukthars keep an eye on them?” Anaxantis asked.


  “Probably, although we can’t be certain,” Demrac said.


  “That is precisely what worries me,” the young prince answered. “We seem to know very little, almost nothing, once we venture a few miles across our borders. That gives the Mukthars a great advantage.”


  “For the moment that’s neither here nor there,” Ehandar intervened impatiently. “First we will inspect the border.”


  I’ve had enough of this, Anaxantis thought. If I let him walk all over me without any opposition it will only encourage him and grow worse.


  “You seem to forget that I am as much lord governor as you are, brother,” he said in a measured tone. “We will of course inspect the border carefully, and we will send out covert patrols, at least as far as the river Mirax.”


  “What good will that do, you fool?” Ehandar snapped.


  “First of all, you ignorant oaf, I am not a fool. What good will it do? We will get to know the terrain. From that we can deduce which routes the Mukthars could use if they decide to break the treaty. That, in its turn, will enable us to put watchers in place to warn us in time, so we can fight them on the Renuvian Plains instead of on our own lands. Do you even know what happened twelve years ago? The first we knew of their attack was when they stood at the border. The army came too late to prevent the sack of Dermolhea. More than 15,000 civilian lives were lost. The king had to exempt the city from taxes for seven years to enable them to rebuild. Less revenue for the treasury meant less money to spend on the defense of the Northern Marches. Which, brother, is why now we are forced to inspect the borders, as you so tiresomely have brought to our attention.”


  The young one is no one’s fool, that is clear, Demrac noted silently. His reasoning is sound and he would be right in most circumstances, but not in these. Ehandar may be the stronger, but Anaxantis is smarter. No good can come of this.


  It seemed as if Ehandar would slap Anaxantis in the face, but he withheld himself in time.


  “Very well,” he conceded with ill grace, “then you organize and lead the patrols into the Renuvian Plains for all the good it will do and I will see to the border defenses.”


  Anaxantis smiled.


  “A division of tasks. That’s a very good proposal, Ehandar. Thank you,” he replied. “Unless you have objections, Commander,” he added, turning to Demrac.


  “No,” Demrac responded, “you are the lord governors and I see no military reason to oppose your plans. I would advise caution, though, Anaxantis. The Plains are scarcely populated but there have been reports of gangs of robbers. You will have to see to it that your information gathering stays covert and yet you’ll have to be in sufficient number to defend yourself.”


  “Understood,” Anaxantis said. “I will plan a route this afternoon, and tomorrow I will meet with General Busskal of the cavalry to seek his advice and to make practical arrangements.”


  The three men talked about general organizational problems for a while before they took leave of each other.


  Ehandar was almost exploding with pent up anger and disgust.


  How dare the little worm, he fumed inside. How dare he upstage me like that and before Demrac too? I must put a stop to the interference of that insolent little imp. I can’t afford to lose face as lord governor.


  In reality Ehandar was not only angry, he was also afraid. Formally the eldest inherited everything, and for two generations ‘everything’ included the crown of Ximerion, but only if he proved to be the strongest or the smartest.


  If something were to happen to Father, Tenaxos or Portonas will succeed him. They are the older sons, and whoever of them gains the upper hand has the Army of the South to back him up. Whoever succeeds will as soon as possible remove all threats to his position and especially close family members who could compete for the throne. The only way to escape perpetual imprisonment or worse is to build my own power base. How am I supposed to do that with only three regiments and a handful of cavalry? On the other hand, I am far away in the North. They can’t possibly attack me here without weakening the southern border and they must be aware of the fact that I can’t attack them for lack of troops. What’s more, I am defending their backs. Maybe the future king will find that it is in his own interest to leave me in place. I’m relatively harmless and possibly useful.


  I can’t have Anaxantis undermine my authority, though. The Army of the North and the Northern Marches must be mine and mine alone.
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  Anaxantis sat at the great table in the apartments of the lord governors. Before him lay eight books, all open, and a map of the northern border and the Renuvian Plains.


  If Ehandar and Demrac won’t agree to occupy the passes, then maybe the Mirax can serve as a line of defense. Is the river deep enough? Are there bridges? And where? This map doesn’t show any, but there have to be bridges somewhere. If we destroy them and post guards at the Urtdam-Dek Pass at the coast and the Queneq Pass farther inland along the mountain range, we will be warned in time when the Mukthars come, and we can prevent them crossing the river. Why is Lorseth so far from the border? To be able to intercept them in time we should be garrisoned somewhere between Dermolhea and Ghiasht. Ah, but of course… Lorseth was built more than three centuries ago, not with the defense of the border in mind, but to keep Amiratha in check. Then there are the forests, four of them. Could they provide meat for advance guards? Are they inhabited?


  Meanwhile Ehandar, accompanied by his guards, went to the smithy of the barracks. The blacksmith and his five apprentices were deeply impressed by the high visitor.


  “You,” he barked at the apprentices. “Out. Now.”


  The helpers of the blacksmith ran outside.


  “Do you have chains, shackles and locks, blacksmith?” Ehandar asked without preamble.


  “Yes, My Lord, of course,” the blacksmith answered, trying not to show his fear.


  “Good. You will come to the castle, tomorrow, shortly before noon. Bring about ten pair of shackles and collars complete with locks, chains of different length, and the necessary tools to fasten the chains to a stone wall. Can you do this by yourself?”


  “Certainly, My Lord.”


  “I want this done discreetly, blacksmith, so cover up the cart and if anybody ­— and that includes your apprentices — asks you what your business is in the castle, you answer that there are repairs to be made. Understood?”


  “Yes, My Lord,” a now trembling blacksmith replied.


  “If ever I hear your tongue was loose, I will have it cut out,” he warned with an evil grin. “Make no mistake, blacksmith, I don’t make idle threats. If I am satisfied, there might be a few coins in it for you.”


  Without another word, in the certainty that he would be obeyed to the letter, Ehandar turned on his heels and left the smithy.


  When he returned to their room he found Anaxantis on the balcony, looking at the pounding sea.


  “You’re going to catch a cold,” Ehandar greeted him. “You should wear a mantle.”


  “I’m not that delicate,” Anaxantis replied, smiling, “but thank you for your concern. The view is beautiful here, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, it is rather.”


  The sun had begun to set. The eerie, mournful cawing calls of gulls could be heard above the sound of the waves, breaking against the rock upon which Lorseth Castle stood.


  “Look, there you can see the mountains and the aqueduct that brings us fresh spring water.”


  Anaxantis paused, and looked at his brother.


  “Ehandar, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. It’s just that I would like to feel useful for once. Thank you for agreeing to my plan to explore the Renuvian Plains.”


  If I throw him over the balcony, here and now, who is to say that he didn’t fall by himself? Even if he cries out he wouldn’t be heard above the rumbling of the sea. In fact, would his body ever be found? He would just have disappeared, Ehandar speculated.


  He felt his heart beat faster.


  “Don’t worry about it. There’s enough to do for both of us, little brother,” he said, managing a thin smile.


  If you think about it, it’s perfectly true, Ehandar thought. In fact, by removing Anaxantis, I do part of the work of the next king. One less worry for him and more time and energy to concentrate on me. Maybe we should work together and make Amiratha into a safe haven for both of us. That’ll be the day. Two princes of our family working together? It would be contrary to the ways of the House of Tanahkos. Can I afford to trust him? What if he turns against me? No, I’ll keep to my original plan.


  “Yes, I reckon there is more than work enough.” Anaxantis smiled. “I’ll keep you informed of everything I plan to do. I know you don’t hold me in high esteem, but I hope we can somehow learn to work together.”


  He may be stubborn, but I’ll make him see that I bear him no ill will, Anaxantis thought with hopeful resolve. I’ll win him over yet.


  Suddenly, he broke into a coughing fit and had to keep himself upright by leaning on the balustrade.


  “Go inside, Anaxantis, I told you it was too windy out here for you.”


  “I think I will.”


  Was that concern I heard in his voice? Anaxantis thought while he went inside. He smiled. Yes, I’ll definitely win him over yet.
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  A carrier pigeon landed on a window ledge of a tower of Ormidon Castle. A caretaker gently removed a small silver capsule strapped to its breast and had it delivered to the royal apartments.


  When the servant had handed over the capsule, he waited in the antechamber in case the king would want to send an answer.


  Tenaxos read the message.


  Tenax, Ehandar has ordered chains for the tower of the lord governors. It looks as if his move against his brother is imminent. I fear Anaxantis’s life is in danger. Dem.


  Already? Tenaxos thought, amazed. That is fast. But your assessment of the situation is not correct, old friend. If Ehandar wanted to get rid of Anaxantis why would he need restraints? He wants him out of the way, that’s for sure, but he is unwilling to killing him outright. For the moment, at least.


  He went to a cabinet and retrieved a small piece of parchment. “Don’t interfere,” he wrote and put it in the small silver container.


  Around eleven in the morning Iftang Busskal, general of the cavalry, reported to the tower of Lorseth Castle. He was a strong man in his early thirties and a noble of an ancient Ximerionian house. A sentry brought him without delay to the war room, where he was greeted by Anaxantis.


  “Ah, General, thank you for coming. I hope I am not keeping you from important work?”


  “No, My Lord. Besides there is no more important business than answering the call of the lord governor.”


  Better be careful, the general thought. He seems polite, too polite even, but he is a Tanahkos. By the Gods, he is young, though.


  Anaxantis explained his plan to scout the Renuvian Plains.


  “I want your opinion on a few things. According to General Tarngord the undertaking is not without risk because of roaming robber gangs. How big would our party have to be, you think?”


  “Hard to say, My Lord. At least thirty, I would think. Fifty maybe. Can I ask why you want to inspect the Plains?”


  “I am trying to find out if and how we can stop the Mukthars before they reach our border. I wondered if we could prevent them crossing the river Mirax.”


  Well, that’s sensible. More sensible than just waiting till they stand at our border, anyway, the general thought.


  “Then we should follow the banks of the river from the sea to the desert. That is quite a distance,” Busskal said. More importantly, are you up to it? If we have to stop every few hours to let you rest, it will take forever and a day.


  “I know it will take quite some time,” Anaxantis replied. “Do we have anything better to do?”


  I suppose not. Anything is better than rotting away in the barracks, the general thought. “I for one would be all too glad for a chance to get out of here. If you don’t mind, My Lord, I would like to come myself. My second-in-command is more than capable enough to replace me here.”


  “Why, thank you, General,” Anaxantis said, “it will be a pleasure to have you with me. I’m sure there are many things I could learn from you.”


  They agreed that the scouting party would leave in two days. Anaxantis not only explained his plans in detail, he also asked the general many questions about the recruitment and the training of the cavalry.


  This is without a doubt the strangest one of the whole royal family, the general reflected as he left the war room. He has a good brain. It’s really a shame that his body can’t keep pace. And he is probably too gentle to maintain himself in that family of cutthroats. He’s likable enough, though.
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  After his meeting with General Busskal, Anaxantis decided to go out for a ride. He wanted to explore the surroundings of Lorseth, and he thought the exercise would do him good. After two hours the familiar dizziness returned and he had to be helped off his horse by the captain of his guard.


  Damn it, he cursed silently, me and my big plans. How am I going to lead an expedition into the Plains? I can’t remain seated on a horse for more than a few hours. And yet I am going to do this. So what if it takes a few weeks longer? Maybe I’ll get better with practice. Maybe the dizzy spells will become fewer and shorter or disappear altogether.


  When he returned dusk was already falling. The first thing he saw when he entered their room was the iron ring in the wall from which chains were hanging next to the fireplace.


  What the heck? he thought. Is he planning to keep prisoners here? In our room? I wish he would consult me before making changes like this.


  He took off his mantle and his tunic and hung them on pegs in the wardrobe. Shortly thereafter Ehandar entered the room.


  “I see you noticed the little modifications I made to the place,” he said.


  “Yes,” Anaxantis replied, “would you be so kind as to tell me what you think you are doing?”


  “It will become clear to you soon enough,” Ehandar replied while taking of his mantle and dropping it over a chair. “Have you seen your room?”


  He opened the door of the little room where he had forced Anaxantis to sleep. Another chain hung fastened with an iron ring to the wall. Anaxantis, who had followed him, was astounded. Suddenly Ehandar grabbed him by an arm and forced it behind his back. Anaxantis let out a cry of pain. With his other hand he got hold of the chain, at the end of which was attached a steel collar. Anaxantis tried to struggle, but the only effect was that it made his arm hurt excruciatingly.


  “Be still, you little runt,” Ehandar growled.


  He opened the collar and put it around Anaxantis’s neck. After he had fastened the padlock, he let go of his brother.


  “What are you doing?” Anaxantis asked in a panicking voice, while tugging futilely at the collar. “Remove that thing immediately.”


  Ehandar backhanded him and Anaxantis tumbled onto the bed. His lip was bleeding and a iron taste invaded his mouth. With difficulty he managed to restrain his tears and maintain a shred of composure.


  “You will remain here for the night,” Ehandar said. “If you’re good, I will chain you in the big room during the day. The chain there is long enough to reach the bathroom. If you give me any trouble you will remain here. You will not leave this place anymore.”


  Anaxantis was too stunned to respond immediately.


  “Let’s see, what have we here?” Ehandar resumed as he began rummaging through Anaxantis possessions. As he opened a chest, a sweet odor pervaded the little room.


  “Ah,” he said with contempt, “Emelasuntha’s famous sweets. That’s food for little girls. And sacks of herbs and pills.”


  “Leave that alone,” Anaxantis cried. “Those are my medicines. I need them. You can have the sweets.”


  As if he hadn’t heard his brother, Ehandar took the chest and dragged it to the balcony where he threw it over the balustrade into the sea.


  “What have you done with my medicines?” Anaxantis asked anxiously when he returned.


  “I threw them into the sea. Stop blubbering or you’ll go after them.”


  “You can’t do this. Someone will miss me. Demrac will want to know where I am,” Anaxantis yelled in a shrill voice, betraying a mixture of fear and rage.


  “You are sick and need to rest. I will tend to you myself, out of brotherly love. Demrac will do nothing, believe me. You can yell all you want. The walls are thick, and the roaring of the sea will drown out whatever sound manages to get through. You would be well advised to be civil towards me. I am the only one who can give you food and water.”


  “Damn it, Ehandar, I am your brother,” Anaxantis shouted through his tears. “I am a prince of Ximerion.”


  “Sleep well then, Prince of Ximerion,” Ehandar mocked as he closed the door behind him.


  Utter darkness fell upon the little room.
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  Chapter 3


  The Prisoner of Lorseth Castle
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  It was two o’clock in the morning and all was quiet in Ormidon Castle. A detachment of the Royal Guard knocked at the door of the private apartments of the queen. After several minutes of insistent banging, it opened. The soldiers entered.


  “What is the meaning of this?” a sleepy, thickset woman asked indignantly.


  “Wake the queen, woman,” the captain of the Guard ordered.


  “But it is the middle of the night.”


  “Wake the queen. Now. Or we will do it ourselves.”


  “All right, all right,” the woman mumbled and disappeared behind a door.


  Minutes later Queen Emelasuntha came into the reception room. Well in her thirties, she was an impressive and striking figure.


  “Captain,” she said with an icy voice, “I presume you have a very good reason to wake us at this late hour?”


  “The best, Your Highness. A direct order from the high king. You are to depart from here within the hour. You can pack a few necessities for the journey. The rest of your possessions will be brought to you at a later date.”


  “Where am I to be taken?”


  “I don’t know, Madam,” the unhappy captain said. “My orders are to deliver you to the eastern gate where a company of Black Shields will take over the responsibility for your safety.”


  “Can I bring my women?”


  “I don’t think so, Madam. Personnel will be at your disposal where you are going to.”


  It seems I have underestimated Tenax, Emelasuntha thought. Damn it. He is placing me under arrest, no less. I will lose all my contacts and all my sources of information, unless the Sisterhood can find out where they are taking me. And he is using the Black Shields. They won’t hesitate a moment to kill me if I resist.


  “Very well, Captain, I won’t make your task more difficult than necessary.” She turned to the stocky woman. “Sobrathi, it seems I will not be needing your services for a while. When I return I will send for you. For now, you can go.”


  “Yes, Madam,” Sobrathi replied softly and left the reception room.


  Moments later she reappeared, clad in a thick woolen mantle. Emelasuntha went to a cabinet and took a few gold coins out of a purse.


  “Take this to tide you over until my return,” she smiled as she pressed the coins, and a ring she had covertly removed from her finger, into Sobrathi’s hand.


  “Thank you, Madam, that is very generous,” Sobrathi mumbled and shuffled out of the queen’s apartments.
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  Sobrathi made her way, at a quick and energetic pace, through the city of Ormidon. The streets became narrower and more winding, indicating that she had reached the oldest districts. She entered a packed tavern and pushed her way through the throng of guests to the back of the inn, where she opened a small door that gave access to an inner courtyard. There she climbed the rickety stairs and entered a door. Another staircase brought her to a landing. A door opened and a young woman of about eighteen years, with short black hair, came looking who had arrived.


  “Sobrathi, come in,” she said.


  “Quick, Martillia, I have disconcerting news.”


  “Yeah, so have we,” Martillia replied.


  Inside were two other women.


  “Is that all? Just you two?” Sobrathi inquired.


  “The Sisterhood is thinly spread at the moment,” Martillia shrugged. “We had to dispatch many of our sisters to the southern border to prepare for the arrival of the king. And, of course, a few of us went to the Northern Marches.”


  “From where worrying news has reached us,” an older woman intervened. “It’s lucky that you’re here because we need to ask Emelasuntha’s advice.”


  “Emelasuntha is under arrest, Brenacia” Sobrathi said. “She is to be deported within half an hour or so. Destination unknown. I came as fast I could.”


  “What? Arrested? The queen?” Brenacia gasped.


  “That worm Tenaxos,” Martillia hissed with contempt. “Typical villainous behavior of a man.”


  She spat on the floor.


  “Sisters,” the fourth woman said, “let’s remain calm. We must find out where they are taking Emelasuntha.”


  “The Black Shields are to escort her, Priestess,” Sobrathi replied. “They will leave by the eastern gate.”


  The priestess looked at Martillia.


  “I’m on it.” The young woman girded her sword on.


  “Sister,” the priestess admonished her in a sober tone, “no heroics, please. The important thing is to find out where they are taking the queen. And be careful.”


  “Bah, mere men won’t stop me.” Martillia grinned.


  “These are not mere men, girl. These are Black Shields.”


  “What now? Emelasuntha is under arrest and her son hasn’t been seen in public for two weeks,” Brenacia asked, in a downcast voice, after Martillia had left.


  “What?” Sobrathi exclaimed.


  “Anaxantis hasn’t left the tower of Lorseth Castle in fourteen days,” Brenacia explained. “We don’t even know if he’s still alive.”


  “We must ask for reinforcements from Zyntrea,” the priestess said pensively.
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  Martillia sat on horseback at the outskirts of a forest from where she had a clear view of the eastern gate of Ormidon Castle. She was just beginning to fear that she had arrived too late and that the party that was to bring Emelasuntha to her new place of confinement had already left, when the gates opened. They were well-maintained and made relatively little noise. Eight knights, all clad in black, and a closed wagon set on the road with creaking wheels. Martillia grinned selftisfied. When the small convoy was a few hundred yards underway, a second, identical detachment of knights and a cart came through the gates. Minutes later a third group appeared.


  “By the rotting penis of Sardoch,” Martillia cursed under her breath, “is there no end to the deviousness of men?”


  What now? she thought. They will take different roads. In which one are the Black Shields transporting Emelasuntha? Fuck. They may be just men, but in every group there are eight of them. I can only follow one group, and I can’t get close enough to the cart to see if Emelasuntha is in it.


  She followed the three groups from a distance. At the first fork in the highway one group took the left road and the other two the right one.


  The right way leads to the eastern provinces. They will probably split up later, but at least I know the general direction they’re taking. I’ll follow the other one. If I get lucky that’s the one carrying Emelasuntha. If not it will be a long search through the eastern provinces.
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  Anaxantis had found it almost impossible to sleep the first night he was chained. The collar chafed his neck, and a flood of emotions overwhelmed him. At first he had been indignant and angry, but gradually he had calmed down a bit, and when he took stock of his situation quiet despair became his dominant feeling.


  Ehandar could be right, he feared. He has the authority to deny anybody entrance to our private apartments. Demrac will probably not insist very long and will accept Ehandar’s explanation. Mother. She must have her spies here. She has tried with all that was in her to prevent me being sent here. She had to give in and was quarantined for her pains. However, she must have foreseen that she could fail and will have taken precautions for that eventuality. Whoever is her agent or agents in the Northern Army will have as their primary mission to keep her informed about me. It is unlikely that they will fall for Ehandar’s primitive ruse. Mother will be informed of my disappearance out of the public eye within days. But will she be able to do something about it?


  What if Ehandar decides to kill me? He has taken my medicines. Does he plan to let me die a so-called natural death? How could I have been so stupid, so immensely stupid? I’ve always known how this family has worked its way upward from a robber’s lair to the royal castle. I knew to what lengths any member of this nest of vipers would go to rid themselves of possible rivals. How easily I have let myself be eliminated. And now I am totally in Ehandar’s power. The only thing that’s left for me to try is reason with him. Or plead. Or beg…


  He began to cry softly. Not only was his situation as good as hopeless, but he had been casually betrayed by the brother whose approval he had craved and whom he had admired so much. Admired and more. But it was much too painful to let his mind wander in that direction.


  After the first night a routine had set in. Before leaving, Ehandar shackled Anaxantis to a long chain attached to the wall near the fireplace. This allowed him to get to the bathroom. He could even reach the cabinet where he had put his books. He could also get to the balcony which offered total privacy, as it was at the backside of the castle, looking out over the sea. Only from a ship could he have been noticed. However the weight of the chain pulled uncomfortably at the collar when he moved from the wall to which it was attached, and he had to support it to remove the strain on his neck. Most of the day he stayed near the fireplace, seated on a folded blanket, occasionally getting a book or using the bathroom.


  The first few days had been the worst. Around noon of the second day he had begun to feel nauseous, and later his throat started to hurt fiercely. The pain had disappeared after a while, only to reappear in his right ear. By the time Ehandar had returned, he was shivering with fever. Ehandar had looked at him and dragged him to his little room. After he had chained him, he had brought a wooden bucket. The pain and the fever had kept Anaxantis awake and by morning he was almost certain that without medical care his days were numbered. The pain in his throat had reappeared and prevented him from eating and drinking, as swallowing had almost become impossible.


  By late afternoon of the third day he had dragged himself to the bathroom and hung over the stone tub. For hours he felt as if he had to throw up, but nothing came of it, except some bouts of painful dry heaving. Only the fourth day he began to vomit, after severe convulsions. What he regurgitated seemed to come from deeper than his stomach and consisted of long, sticky strands of slime. The taste and the smell were horrible, and his stomach muscles were hurting from the severe contractions. The bathroom had streaming fresh water, thanks to a bifurcation of the aqueduct, so that he could rinse his mouth. When finally, after hours, the heaving stopped he felt weak and drained. He barely managed to crawl back to his place near the hearth before he fell down, exhausted, on his improvised nest of blankets and cushions.


  Ehandar had found him like that at evening and had carried him, barely conscious, to his room. He had fallen into a deep, dreamless sleep. When he woke again, he found himself back at his place near the hearth, lying on several blankets and covered by a sheet. It was late in the afternoon. He felt weak, but all pain had completely vanished. Ehandar had left a bowl of watery gruel within reach. After drinking all of it, he felt much better.


  He had tried to reason with Ehandar and eventually had pleaded. Nothing seemed to penetrate the wall of stubbornness his older brother had erected around himself. At last he had erupted in impotent rage.


  “You can’t do this, Ehandar, you can’t do this. By the Gods, I am your brother, you can’t treat me like this.”


  “Can’t I?” Ehandar had mocked. “Little brother, you are like the wild rose that doesn’t want to be picked from the field, but guess what happens if I want to have it.”


  “If you pick me from the fields, I will prick you.”


  “Annoying, little wild rose, but hardly deadly.”


  “The wound may be small, Ehandar, but it will never, ever close and drop by drop it will drain you of all your lifeblood.”


  “Idle threats, little rose.” Ehandar had shrugged.
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  Ehandar sat in the war room, when a guard announced that a knight by the name of Gorth of Sidullia who claimed to be a personal friend had arrived.


  “Gorth, by the Gods, man, I am glad to see you,” he exclaimed when the man, covered in dust, entered the room. He had half long, dark red curly hair, and a pale face with a winning smile.


  “Ehandar, sorry, Lord Governor, how have you been?” Gorth grinned broadly.


  The men fell into each other’s arms. Ehandar took a cup from a cabinet and filled it with wine out of a jug that stood on the table.


  “Here,” he said, “you must be thirsty.”


  Gorth downed his cup in one long swig and held it out for a refill.


  “Tell,” Ehandar said expectantly after he had refilled Gorth’s cup, “how have you and our friends been?”


  “Everything is going as planned, Ehandar. The six of us managed to get a commission as junior officers on the staff of the Army of the South. We’re firmly embedded in the very heart of the army. Not only that, we managed to bribe some of your brothers’ servants. We have three spies with Tenaxos and two with Portonas. Rullio handles them, disguised, and using a false name, of course. Even if they betray us, they can pose no threat because they know nothing. Not even who they are working for.”


  “Any useful results? Or is it too early?”


  “No. That’s why I am here. I am afraid the news is not good. Look, it is all very vague still, but it seems Portonas is not going to wait for your father to vacate the throne in a natural way. One of our spies overheard shards of a conversation between him and his two closest friends. There seems to have been talk about your father being past it and your brother Tenaxos being too weak. That’s about everything we know for sure.”


  Ehandar understood immediately. He clutched his hands on the arms of his chair.


  Portonas? Yes, it could very well be, Ehandar thought, with dismay. If Father dies, Tenaxos succeeds him and unlike me, Portonas is within easy reach of the crown. He must have decided that it is not wise to wait until nature takes its course. But it is such a dangerous game. High treason, parricide combined with regicide, no less. If his plans are discovered he is as good as dead. Father won’t hesitate a moment to have him executed. On the other hand, if he manages to eliminate both Father and Tenaxos at the same time, who is going to dispute his right to the throne? And then he will come after me. He won’t care about weakening the southern border or about the threat of the Mukthars. Can I even count on the Army of the North? What will Demrac do? He is a personal friend of Father, but once the deed is done, how will he react? The officers will follow him, not me. By the Gods, maybe Portonas will just order my arrest and have me executed by my own troops.


  Gorth looked with concern at Ehandar’s face.


  “No reason to panic yet, my friend,” Gorth reassured his friend. “Your father knows how to protect himself. This could very well mean Portonas’s downfall and then you move up one place nearer the throne.”


  “Yes, maybe so,” Ehandar replied. His lips twitched, barely noticeable. “But what if his plans are successful? You must try to find out what he has in store for me.”


  If I am warned in time I could, as a last resort, flee into the territory of the city states and ask asylum from one of them. On horseback I can be at the eastern border within two, three days. With some preparation I could take the treasure of the army with me.


  Preparation? I’ll need accomplices. But who can I trust here?


  For the first time Ehandar realized that he was all alone. His friends were far away, and he was only obeyed because of a royal charter that proclaimed him lord governor. Nobody owed him personal loyalty.


  “We are already trying to find out more, Ehandar, have no fear,” Gorth said with a reassuring smile. “But, as I said, it’s doubtful that Portonas has formed a detailed plan of action yet. We have plenty of time still. The king and your brothers leave for the southern border in a week. And so do we, as staff officers. We will be able to closely follow whatever turn this takes. Speaking of brothers: how is Anaxantis? Not too much trouble is he, the little imp?”


  “Anaxantis is sick. Has been for a month now,” Ehandar said, distracted. “But where are my manners? Come, I will arrange for lodgings for you, for a bath and a good meal. We have an excellent guesthouse within the castle. The day is almost finished, and you must long for a soft bed. We will talk more tomorrow.”


  When he had made the arrangements, Ehandar returned to the war room and poured himself a cup of wine. While looking with empty eyes at the map that hung from the wall, he downed cup after cup.


  Portonas is not the only danger. The defenses of the northern border are nonexistent. There is nothing but a few ruins of wooden encampments. The last time the Mukthars attacked, they came with an army of 8,000 warriors. I have to resist them with barely 3,500 men of my own, and they can attack at any given place on an undefended line of almost 200 miles. At the same time I must keep an eye on Portonas. I could be arrested, but he could also decide that it is much easier to murder me. Have me poisoned, for example. And there is nobody I can trust. I am a sitting duck and the attack can come from two sides.


  Outwardly he kept his composure, but inwardly he realized how precarious and vulnerable his position was. He felt the panic mounting as he mulled over the facts again and again. But the conclusion was always the same: he was trapped. Control over the situation had slipped through his fingers.


  No, I never was in control to begin with, and it is Father who has put me in this predicament. He must have known that three regiments and a handful of cavalry were grossly insufficient to hold the Northern Marches. Does Father want me to die here?
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  The moment Ehandar entered the room, Anaxantis saw that he was a nervous wreck.


  Something terrible must have happened or he must have received very bad news, he thought, terrified. He is going to take it out on me.


  He tried to make himself as small and inconspicuous as possible, but it was no use. After removing his mantle, his sword and his tunic, Ehandar came to him, and without a word unlocked the collar from the chain, pulled him up and dragged him to the table. Anaxantis smelled the wine on his brother’s breath while Ehandar ripped off his shirt. He forced the younger boy’s upper body down, exposing his back, and shackled his hands, stretching his arms above his head and winding the chain several times around one of the legs of the table.


  “Please, Ehandar, no…” Anaxantis pleaded. “What have I done?”


  Nothing and everything, Ehandar raged silently. But it doesn’t matter. It so happens that you are about the only thing I can still control and I want to hear you cry out and beg for mercy.


  He took his leather sword belt and lashed out viciously several times. Anaxantis yelled out in pain at first, but then managed to dampen the sound to a soft moaning.


  Beg, you worthless worm, beg and I might stop. Do you think you too can defy me?


  Ehandar was heavily sweating. The sixth blow drew blood. After about ten lashes he stopped. Anaxantis hadn’t spoken a word, but his eyes had filled up with tears.


  I’ll break you yet, Ehandar thought, almost insane with drunken rage. If pain alone will not do it, then maybe this will.


  He pulled down Anaxantis’s pants and drawers and let them fall to his ankles.


  “No, Ehandar, no, don’t do this,” Anaxantis screamed.


  Besides smarting from the lashes on his back, he now felt totally humiliated as well. Then the first blows, dealt with much more force than those on his back, fell on his exposed behind. The pain was excruciating and he couldn’t prevent himself from crying out in anguish. Tears began to run down his cheeks.


  When Ehandar stopped, Anaxantis hoped the worst was over, but then he felt himself being turned around. He now lay with his back upon the table, his legs dangling down and his member protruding obscenely. His eyes met Ehandar’s, gazing down upon his naked body. Anaxantis had never felt more degraded in his life. Then Ehandar lifted his brother’s legs, yanking the pants and drawers from his ankles, and forced them over his chest. Anaxantis saw his older brother stare deliberately at his entrance and then look into his eyes. He averted them in shame.


  He wants me to know that he has me completely in his power, that he can do to me what he wants. And he can, Anaxantis thought, mortified.


  Ehandar spread Anaxantis’s legs apart and forced them, one over each of his shoulders. When he dared look again, Anaxantis noticed that his brother had lowered his pants and drawers and sported a full-blown erection.


  “Ehandar, please, no, you can’t do this,” he shrieked, panicking in earnest now.


  Ehandar aligned his member and pushed with the tip against Anaxantis’s entrance. He increased the pressure and slowly slid inside. Anaxantis felt himself tear apart and howled in agony as he felt the full length of his brother’s shaft filling him up. He forced himself to look up at Ehandar’s face and met his brother’s cold, dark eyes studying him. Then Ehandar began moving rhythmically inside Anaxantis, who clenched his eyelids tightly together at the new and unfamiliar pain. Ehandar stopped moving, but stayed inside him, and grabbing Anaxantis’s length began to stimulate it.


  “Let go, please,” Anaxantis whimpered. He felt his member swell without being able to stop it.


  Ehandar strengthened his grip and moved his hand up and down faster and faster. He felt the younger boy’s sphincter contract around his shaft and saw the semen spurt out over his body. Anaxantis convulsed in unpreventable ecstasy and at the same time he was horrified to see that Ehandar was looking unabashedly at his naked body writhing in the thralls of passion, the milky fluid glistening on his belly. He was devastated with shame and cried tears of humiliation. He desperately wanted to hide somewhere, far away from his violator, but Ehandar once more began moving inside him. His thrusts became more forceful and Anaxantis could do nothing but resignedly undergo the inevitable. At last Ehandar came inside him. Once he had got his breath back, he withdrew himself harshly.


  Anaxantis lay motionless on the table, weeping with impotent rage and utter mortification.


  “Was it as good for you as it was for me?” Ehandar asked with a sardonic grin. “I think I’ll keep you around a little while yet. You may have your uses.”


  He unlocked the shackles and took hold of the collar. Then he dragged his naked younger brother, who was still crying, to the little room where he slept. With a kick against his rear Ehandar pushed him inside. After locking the collar to the chain on the wall he closed the door, leaving the violated and soiled boy in the dark.


  Anaxantis fell down on his bed, weeping inconsolably at the thought of the brutal way he had lost his virginity, the violation of his body, the shattered image of his older brother and his lost innocence.


  I loved you, he complained silently. All that you took I would have given you willingly, if only you had asked me. I didn’t know it, but I loved you. I would have done anything you wanted from me.


  The same thoughts turned around and around in his head, and his sobbing became gradually a loud wailing of bottomless despair. The door opened and a furious Ehandar, still naked, entered the room. Anaxantis cowered upon the bed and curled up in terror.


  “Be quiet, you little whore.”


  Ehandar took his member in his hand and urinated upon the frightened boy, soaking his mattress and his covers. He aimed at Anaxantis’s head and let the stream slowly descend, first upon his face, then over his belly, his blond bush and his member.


  “You’re cleaned. Now shut up. If you make me come back, I’ll bring my belt and, by the Gods, I will beat you so hard you won’t be able to stand up for a week.”


  He turned around, left, and slammed the door shut.
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  Anaxantis sat on his soiled bed, shivering, miserable and defiled, with Ehandar’s urine dripping off him and his semen still inside him. He wrapped a clean part of the covers around himself and moved to a dry part of the bed.


  I hate you, Ehandar, he raged inside, I hate you, I hate you, I hate you. I hate you like I have never hated anyone or anything before. I hate you with a burning passion that will never be quenched until I have repaid you in full, no, until I have repaid you a hundredfold. For I swear, I will get you for this. I don’t know how, and I don’t know when, but if the Gods grant me life, the time will come that you will rue the day you ever laid a hand upon me. I will bring you down, Ehandar. By the Gods, I will bring you down, lower than the lowest slave. I will take everything you hold dear away from you, piece by piece, and then I will rob you of what remains, until nothing is left but your naked existence, your bare life. Then I will take that too, and I will not even allow your carcass a grave.


  I will obliterate you, blot you out, extinguish you. Drop by drop, Ehandar, drop by drop. This wound will never close.


  He didn’t sleep that night, engrossed as he was in his laborious and intricate plans for vengeance.


  But while he was plotting the terrible revenge he would inflict upon Ehandar, the tears stopped.
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  Chapter 4


  The Devil’s Crown
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  Ehandar woke with a throbbing, heavy head. Almost immediately the events of the preceding evening flooded into his consciousness. When he had dressed himself he went to Anaxantis’s room. The moment he opened the door the stale smell of urine made him retch. Anaxantis was awake and glared at him with contempt and disdain, mingled with an undertone of fear. Ehandar loosened the collar from the chain and carried him to the bathroom.


  “Clean yourself up,” he said not unkindly, “and stay here till I come to get you. In the meantime I will let the servants clean your room and give you a new mattress and covers.”


  He looked at the still naked boy, who had dark patches under his blue-gray eyes. Anaxantis stared back at him with a look that betrayed no emotion.


  “I’ll get you some clean clothes,” Ehandar said while leaving the bathroom. He turned around. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. It… it shouldn’t have happened.”


  Anaxantis remained mute and his eyes seemed to look right through him.


  What did I expect? Ehandar thought, irritated with himself. He was hardly going to say that it was all right then, was he? I shouldn’t drink that much wine. I’m not used to it. It makes people stupid, and it makes them do things they normally wouldn’t do.


  But there was a second voice that very quietly kept asking, “Are you sure it was only the wine?” The voice was so feeble that he easily pushed it to the background.


  When the servants had finished cleaning the little room and had replaced the soaked sheets with crisp, fresh ones, Ehandar admonished them.


  “You better be discreet about this. My brother is sick and he doesn’t need you lot gossiping about some unfortunate accident that was out of his control. If I hear but a whisper about this, you will all pay dearly. Understood?”


  The servants nodded, duly intimidated.


  Well, at least the out-of-his-control part is true, he thought bitterly. Damn it, this should never have happened.


  When they had gone he went to get Anaxantis who meanwhile had washed and dressed himself. He locked him to the long chain beside the hearth.


  “There is food on the table. Bread, butter, cold cuts and three kinds of cheese. Eat something. You’ll feel better.”


  The boy didn’t seem to have heard him. Ehandar sighed and stood up. It seemed as if he wanted to say something, but he turned around and left.


  What is there to say? he thought, disconcerted. If he needs to be killed, I’ll kill him, but I’ll do it cleanly and quickly.
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  “I’ll race you to that tree on the hill,” Gorth yelled and rode off full speed. Ehandar gave his own horse the spurs and darted after him like an arrow out of a bow.


  By only a hair’s breadth Gorth won the race and, laughing, the two friends sat down beneath an old tree.


  “Feeling better?” asked Gorth, suddenly serious. “You looked mighty troubled last evening.”


  “That’s because I realized that I’m in a hopeless situation,” Ehandar smiled wryly. “Later some more truths struck home. It seems my father, His Glorious Majesty the high king of Ximerion, has set me up to fail. He has given me totally inadequate means to hold the Northern Marches, and, what’s more, he knew perfectly well what he was doing. Draw your own conclusions.”


  Gorth looked at his friend with a worried expression.


  “Why don’t you ask him for reinforcements?” he said. “Explain to him in what condition you found the defenses of the northern border.”


  “As if he didn’t know that already, Gorth,” Ehandar replied, shaking his head. “To ask him for reinforcements is as good as admitting that I am incompetent. No, that’s the last thing I want to do, go crying to daddy for help.”


  “Can’t you recruit extra troops locally? The cities must have militias. Commandeer them. You are the lord governor after all. Surely it is within your authority.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” Ehandar mused, “the Northern Marches consist of the province of Amiratha, the county of Mirkadesh, the duchy of Landemere in the south, and some lesser demesnes. I’ll visit the most important cities of Amiratha, to begin with Dermolhea and Ghiasht. They are nearest the border and stand to lose the most. If I remember correctly there isn’t a count of Mirkadesh anymore since four or five generations. The county is ruled by a council of elders, chosen from all villages. If I can organize them, they may be able to defend their stretch of the border. That’s about thirty, forty miles taken care of. The duchy of Landemere is another matter. They lie so far to the south that they feel not responsible for the defense of the frontier. The old duchess is stingy it seems, but I’ll pressure the old broad to give me a contingent of soldiers.”


  He smiled at Gorth.


  “Yes, it could work.”


  “And don’t worry about Portonas or Tenaxos. We have everything under control. We’ll keep you posted of their slightest move,” Gorth assured his friend with a broad, self-confident grin. “You’ll see, the Devil’s Crown will be yours eventually.”


  Do I even want the Devil’s Crown? Ehandar asked himself. Legend has it that the crown of Ximerion hails back to the first man who declared himself king. Zardok, the king of the devils, became so enraged at this impudence that he swore to exact vengeance. He forged a crown of pure gold and gave it to the first human king, who wore it proudly, thinking that the devil himself bowed to his majesty. But the longer he wore the crown, the more the poison that Zardok had imbued it with drove him mad. At first it made him overly confident in his own accomplishments, then haughty and arrogant with pride. Later the crown made him paranoid and suspicious of all those around him, still later mad with fear of losing it and at last ruthless and cruel in his efforts to keep it. At the same time its magical beauty was such that everyone who saw it coveted it. And since that day no wearer of the crown has ever known a peaceful night. Do I really want this? But what else can I do? I am in a race that I must win or lose, because I am not allowed to quit. Unless I flee my homeland.


  The next day Gorth left to rejoin the Southern Army. Ehandar accompanied him a few miles. When he saw his friend disappear behind the hills, the feeling of abandonment returned, but this time he had a feasible plan and he was certain that he could drive his fears away by resolute action.
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  On the southeastern side of Torantall, the capital of Zyntrea, there is a steep hill of solid rock, rising abruptly to a height of over three hundred feet. It is only accessible from one side. At the top, on a plateau of about four hundred by two hundred yards, stands the ancient temple of Astonema, the Goddess of Wisdom. Or so the common people believe. In reality it is the main temple of the Great Mother and the seat of her cult.


  Three old women slowly traversed the vast interior space. The oldest was known to the worshippers of Astonema as the High Priestess, but her true title was simply the First Daughter of the Great Mother.


  “I still marvel how this imposing building manages to uplift your spirits,” the Second Daughter said.


  “That is,” the First Daughter replied, “because it was designed to make you feel part of its greatness and not, like the temples or houses of worship of the false gods, to make you feel small, fearful and humble.”


  “Shouldn’t we concentrate on the matter at hand?” the Third Daughter asked. “Our plans lie in ruins around us.”


  “Maybe not exactly in ruins,” the First Daughter mused, “but they are certainly damaged. Let’s just hope not beyond repair.”


  They went through a door that led to a room with a vast balcony that looked out over the city of Torantall.


  “I always feared something like this might happen,” the Third Daughter said. “We have depended too much on too few people. My fears have come true. Emelasuntha has disappeared and so has her son. He was supposed to herald the new age of the Great Mother under his mother’s guidance.”


  “He may not be dead yet,” the First Daughter replied. “The Ormidonian branch of the Sisterhood is actively looking for his mother. We must consider giving them permission to use disciples of the seventh outer circle.”


  “Don’t forget,” the Third Daughter countered, “that even if Anaxantis is still alive his medicines will soon run out. What will happen then?”


  “He will recover, I suppose.” The First Daughter shrugged. “We can always start the treatment over, or find other means to make him into the king we want. Maybe Emelasuntha has enough influence over him to rule him without any aid. Don’t forget that he isn’t prepared for the throne. He is more of a scholar, and he has no training in kingship, diplomacy or weaponry. Moreover, as far as we can tell he has no inclination to become a warrior.”


  “So where does all this leave us?” the Second Daughter intervened.


  “We carry on with those parts of the plan that are not affected. It can’t be difficult. The Royal House of Tanahkos is already divided against itself. It will just require a nudge here and there, a little push now and again… and then the Devil’s Crown will fall of its own accord into the lap of he who will become the weak king.”


  “May the Great Mother help us.” The Second Daughter sighed.
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  Ehandar’s first attempt to get more troops for the defense of the border began with a visit to Mirkadesh. The county consisted of six villages of about equal size, lying closely together. The main activity there was agriculture. The villages all looked about the same, with simple, well-maintained houses and farms. The people seemed, if not happy, well-contented. He was received with all honors by the Assembly of Elders. He explained that due to several circumstances the county would be expected to defend its own stretch of the border from now on.


  “We have no weapons,” one of the elders said, “and if we had, we wouldn’t know how to use them.”


  “You can buy weapons and I will provide experienced soldiers to train your men,” Ehandar replied.


  “The problem is, Your Lordship,” the elder said, “that we have no gold or money to buy weapons. That is probably why the Mukthars have not attacked us for more than seventy years. We produce what we need ourselves and have little to do with people from outside Mirkadesh. What little money our modest trade brings in is just about enough to pay the taxes.”


  “You mean you have no treasury, no reserves?” Ehandar inquired. “Whatever do you do when a harvest yields too little to feed yourselves?”


  “That is in the hands of the Gods,” the elder replied.


  “Maybe I can provide weapons. How many men between twenty and forty-five years old can you free for military duties?”


  “That is another problem, Your Lordship. You see, we need everybody to work the fields and herd the flocks or we can’t produce enough to sustain ourselves. Your Lordship will agree with us that it wouldn’t help the war effort if famine broke out in Mirkadesh.”


  “So, if I understand you correctly,” Ehandar said, exasperated, “you have no money, no weapons, and no men. In case the Mukthars should attack, in spite of your optimistic predictions, what are you planning to do?”


  “Flee to the nearby mountains if time permits. If not, it is in the hands of the Gods,” the elder shrugged.


  Ehandar felt suddenly depressed.


  “In other words, you are not going to lift a finger to defend yourself,” he said, trying to keep the dejection out of his voice, “but you count on the Ximerionian army to safeguard you.”


  “Forgive me, Your Lordship, I don’t mean to be impudent, but isn’t that why we pay taxes?” the elder asked.


  Ehandar didn’t know what else to say. It was like hitting a sponge. It didn’t resist, but gave in and regained its original form as soon as the fist was lifted. He couldn’t even be angry. Mirkadesh wasn’t going to be a factor in the defense of the northern border, and that was all there was to it.


  Mirkadesh, it seemed, was content to be in the hands of the Gods.
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  Martillia was studying the gigantic statue of Astonema, the Goddess of Wisdom, that stood in the Great Temple, when out of a small door the Second Daughter appeared.


  “They say it was fashioned after an ancient original, you know,” she said to Martillia. “Astonema used to be the Goddess of War and Hunting, but after the Darkening she was supplanted by a male God. She didn’t disappear however. She became the Goddess of Wisdom, yet retained all attributes of her former role. Wasn’t that clever of her? See how she still wears a helmet and a breastplate and carries a shield and a spear?”


  “What is that little winged creature she is carrying upon her extended hand?” Martillia asked.


  “Ha, nobody is very certain, but some think that it is the Goddess of Victory. The lesson she gives us here is that ultimately victory is the gift of wisdom.” The Second Daughter smiled.


  And the result of wearing sturdy armor and carrying sharp weapons, Martillia thought dryly.


  “The First Daughter permits you to use disciples of the seventh outer circle in the search for Emelasuntha,” the Second Daughter resumed. “We will send no additional reinforcements, but we will take it directly upon us to look after Anaxantis. That will free about ten of the sisters of the Ormidonian Chapter.”


  “Very well, convey our thanks to her Holiness. I will depart immediately for Ormidon.”


  “May the Great Mother guard your path, daughter.”


  Martillia descended the broad road that led from the Temple into the city of Torantall. Before undertaking the journey home, she had to take care of just one thing. She was horny. Better to get that irritating feeling out of the way. She was not planning on losing time to find a suitable willing partner. She would simply pay for one. Luckily she knew that the best place to find whores in almost every city was near major temples or houses of worship.


  While she made her way through the narrow little streets she looked for a male prostitute that wouldn’t disgust her too much. When she found one to her liking, she stepped resolutely towards him.


  “You, boy, is your dick for hire or is it only your hole you are selling? I’m willing to pay you a Ximerionian moltar.”


  “But you’re a woman… a girl…” the prostitute gasped.


  “Can’t get it up with women, can you? Not even for that much money?” she taunted him while showing him the silver coin.


  It is more money than I could hope to make in a day and night, the prostitute debated with himself. Besides, with her short hair, she almost looks like a boy. A pretty boy at that.


  “Of course, I can,” he replied, “and I even have my own place nearby.”


  “Lead the way then, boy. I am horny and I don’t have much time”


  She has a foul mouth. But as long as she’s paying…


  Once in the dusty little room that was dominated by a bed, Martillia began to undress.


  “Come on, boy, strip. I haven’t got all day.”


  For the first time since he had entered the business, the prostitute felt embarrassed.


  “How do you want me to mount you, lady? Any special—”


  “You? Mount me?” Martillia laughed out loud. “Are you mad, boy? I will ride you. On your back on the bed.”


  He hesitated.


  “Come on, you are bought and paid for. Lie down.”


  Reluctantly the young man did so. Martillia took her leather belt, grabbed his hands and tied them up, while keeping him down with one knee on his chest. She fastened the belt on one of the spokes of the head of the bed.


  The prostitute lay defenseless, with his hands tied above his head.


  “What are you doing?” he whimpered.


  “You’re a male, boy, kind of anyway, and as such you can’t be trusted to control yourself. I don’t want your grubby mitts all over my body. I have use for one, and only one part of you.”


  She looked at the flaccid dick of the prostitute.


  By the stinking hole of Sardoch, he can’t get it up and I am certainly not going to suck him. Let’s see if some light beating excites him.


  She sighed.


  This might take longer than I expected.
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  Uppam Fraleck had been lord mayor of Dermolhea for twenty-eight years. He had seen a lot of ambitious people come and go and he prided himself on having outlasted all of them. From a window in the council room he watched the lord governor of the Northern Marches with his retinue walk across the inner courtyard.


  He is alone. Could it be true what they say? That he has murdered his brother and colleague. I wouldn’t at all be surprised. He is a Tanahkos and the wolf cubs will already be fighting for the crown. He is a Tanahkos and that means he is arrogant. He is also young, very young. That as well means he is arrogant and at the same time susceptible to flattery. Well, feigning deference is easy enough. I wouldn’t be where I am if I couldn’t do something as simple as sweet-talk a conceited young man.


  It was a beaming lord mayor who welcomed Ehandar into the Council Room.


  “Your Royal Highness,” he almost purred, “it is an honor… Please, take my seat.”


  He bowed and pointed to an ornate chair at the head of a large table. Ehandar sat down in it.


  “Thank you, Mayor,” he said. “Do you have something to drink? It was a tiring journey.”


  The mayor clapped his hands, and two servants came into the council room, carrying drinks and refreshments on silver plates. The mayor himself poured wine into a silver cup and offered it to the lord governor.


  “In your letter you stated that there were certain matters you wished to discuss with me?” the mayor asked.


  He could have given me my full title of ‘Lord Mayor.’ He accepted the ‘Royal Highness’ readily enough.


  “Yes,” Ehandar replied, after he had taken a few swigs of wine, “I see you like to come straight to business. Good. I like that as well. As you know, my first responsibility is the defense of the northern border. We can’t be certain just when or where, but the probability of an attack by the Mukthars is very high. I don’t have to remind you what happened twelve years ago, I suppose?”


  No, you don’t. I was here until the day before they came. Of course, when they did arrive I was already far away. And you, you were all of five years old at the time, Uppam Fraleck scoffed silently.


  “Our fair city was sacked, and, alas, many lives were lost.”


  “Yes, exactly. I hope to prevent that this time around which is why I am mobilizing as many men as I can. My own troops are not sufficient to effectively withstand them. I’ll be as blunt as I can, Mayor. I want Dermolhea to take part in the responsibility of its defense. I’m here to commandeer your militia.”


  “But of course, Your Royal Highness,” the mayor acquiesced in an oily voice. “The militia is at your disposal.”


  And a fat lot of good it will do you. The militia has about two hundred members. They’re supposed to practice, mainly archery, to defend the walls. In fact most of them became a member of the militia for the honor, such as it is, or the uniform, or the empty titles they use. Most of their gatherings are spent drinking beer and wine. I doubt they could hit a cow standing ten feet away with an arrow. But they are all yours.


  “Excellent. How many men are we talking about?” Finally, I’m getting somewhere, Ehandar thought.


  “I am not sure. Two hundred and ten or two hundred twenty-five. Something like that. Archers mainly.”


  “Is that all?” Ehandar exclaimed. “Dermolhea is a city of seventy-five thousand inhabitants and all you’re offering me is two hundred archers? That’s not even three men for every thousand citizens.”


  “What can I say?” The lord mayor almost shrugged. “This is how things stand.”


  “Well, it won’t do. I want a contingent of at least two thousand men from Dermolhea.”


  “Ah, Your Royal Highness, that will be difficult, but I will do my best of course. I will put it on the agenda of the very next meeting of the Council. You know how it is. Besides myself there are twenty-four aldermen in the Council, and decisions of this kind can only be made by a two-thirds majority. It will not be easy.”


  Nothing seems to be easy in the Northern Marches, Ehandar reflected bitterly. I know these councils. They will talk and talk, interminably… and in the end do nothing. Don’t these people care at all that at any moment a savage tribe can attack them and sack their city all over again?


  The conversation continued for about half an hour during which Ehandar conveyed his firm intention to rouse the whole province into a state of defensibility, and the Lord Mayor gave his equally firm assurance that he would assist the lord governor with all the power of his office.
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  By mid August, Ehandar had gotten thoroughly discouraged, to the point he was about to give up. Wherever he turned he met with not exactly resistance, but a debilitating lack of enthusiasm on the part of the inhabitants for taking the slightest interest in their own defense. The further cities and communities lay from the border, the greater their lack of motivation was. Only the Duchy of Landemere remained to be visited. When he had formed his plans, he had calculated that the duchess could at the very least provide him with a contingent of about a thousand soldiers. Now, he wasn’t all that certain anymore. The wily old bird would probably find ways to wriggle out of any pressure he could apply on her.


  The greatest success he had booked was with the small tribe of the Cheridoni. Four hundred years ago they had sought asylum in Ximerion, and they had been given a small valley at the eastern border under the provision that they were responsible for the defense of its mountain passes. They were permitted to keep their own laws and customs, as long as they fulfilled their obligations and recognized the overlordship of Ximerion. The Cheridoni had received Ehandar with great hospitality, but he saw immediately that their population was rather small. Their main occupation was raising horses and training them. Cheridonian horses had an excellent reputation. They immediately acknowledged their debt to the kingdom of Ximerion that had sheltered them for the last four hundred years and had offered him hundred and fifty horses, which represented an enormous amount of money for their tribe. They also agreed to form a cavalry unit of fifty warriors on horseback, fully equipped and trained. They had asked respectfully that their unit be allowed to remain under the command of their own officers.


  Ehandar had been all too happy to grant this reasonable request. He had even offered to give their commander the rank of general in the Ximerionian auxiliary army, a gesture which had greatly pleased the elders of the tribe. Relatively speaking their contribution to the defense efforts was the highest of all. Six weeks later a first unit of twenty warriors, accompanied by fifty horses had arrived at Lorseth.


  The grand total of three months of efforts to raise troops had resulted in about eleven hundred extra soldiers of — with some exceptions — mostly doubtful quality.


  It was not nearly enough.


  While pondering his next move in the war room, a guard announced a visitor who claimed to bring news of Gorth of Sidullia. When the man entered he saw that it was Gorth himself, his once dark red hair now straw blond. Gorth wasn’t smiling as he entered.


  “Gorth,” Ehandar exclaimed, “what have you done to your hair?”


  “I’ve bleached it, and I am traveling under a different name, Ehandar,” he replied, while hugging his friend. “I have terrible news, I’m afraid. I came as fast as I could.”


  Ehandar gave Gorth a cup of wine.


  “Out with it,” he said with an eerie feeling of impending doom.


  “We’ve been discovered. The servant of Portonas we had bribed has been found out, or he has betrayed us, we’re not certain which. Anyhow, when he had his next meeting with Rullio he was covertly accompanied by Portonas’s men. Rullio was captured. When after several hours he failed to return, we went looking for him. Nothing, only signs of a struggle and his sword. We don’t know where he has been taken. From what we know of Portonas, it is almost certain he has been tortured.”


  “Portonas wouldn’t dare. Rullio is nobility,” Ehandar said, more in hope than because he believed it himself.


  “Ha, as if that would stop Portonas. As I said, Rullio has been taken to an unknown location, probably far away from Fort Nira where your father has made his headquarters. They will have recognized him of course, so Portonas now knows that it were we, your friends, who spied on him. The five of us have fled the army, rather than keep waiting till Portonas came for us. By the Gods, I hope Rullio is dead by now.”


  Ehandar said nothing, paralyzed with fear.


  He will come after me for certain now, his panicking thoughts raced. This is worse than three months ago. There will be no doubt in his mind anymore that I am a danger to him. He will feel it necessary to eliminate me. And now I am blind and deaf as well. I have no way of knowing what is happening at the southern border, except what they choose to tell me in official communications.


  “What will you do?” he managed to ask.


  “I thought to apply to the cavalry here, under an assumed name. That way, maybe, I can still be useful to you, and it is the farthest I can flee without actually leaving Ximerion. If you have no objections, that is.”


  “No, it’s fine. I believe there are openings. A few men got injured and some were decommissioned for various reasons. If you encounter any difficulty, I will intervene on your behalf.”


  “Better not, Ehandar. In fact we should meet as little as possible. I don’t want to break cover, except when strictly necessary. I’m sure I’m more than qualified to be accepted on my own merits.”


  “Do you need anything? Money?”


  Gorth grinned.


  “I’m good, thank you. After all, I will be earning my pay. For now I will return to the woods nearby and sleep there. Tomorrow Serimar Delono will present himself to the recruiting officer.”


  They went over the situation again until evening fell and Gorth could leave under the cover of darkness.
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  Anaxantis sat by the hearth, quietly reading a book, when Ehandar returned. Beside him was the empty bowl out of which he had eaten the simple porridge that had been his staple for the last three months. He didn’t say a word and continued reading while Ehandar ungirded his sword and laid it on the table. After taking off his mantle and tunic with the eagle crest, and hanging them in the wardrobe, he sank into the big chair by the hearth, which at this time of the year had no fire. He rested his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands.


  The fear had swollen to full fledged panic.


  What am I going to do? What am I going to do? Before this happened there was a chance that Portonas would have left me alone. Now that he knows I have been spying on him, he will surely want me out of the way. And I still don’t have enough troops to defend the border. Demrac and the other generals barely take me seriously, and the lower officers don’t know me, let alone the soldiers. At any moment a Royal Writ, whether it be one from Father or Portonas, could undermine my position. Worse, I could find myself a prisoner instead of lord governor. There must be a way to avoid this, but I’ll be damned if I can see it.


  Behind his back Anaxantis, who had carefully observed him as well as he could from his position, quietly went to the table where Ehandar had left his sword. Without making a sound he removed the belt. Then he went back to where his brother sat and threw it into his brother’s lap.


  “Use it,” he said calmly, while he loosened the laces of his shirt, “it will make you feel better. It did the last time.”


  “What?” Ehandar asked, bewildered. “What do you mean?”


  “Beat me. You’re obviously in pain. Share it with me. Beat me. You like to beat me, don’t you?”


  Anaxantis removed his shirt and turned his back to his brother. Ehandar was stunned and immediately torn from his worries.


  Is that really how he sees me? he thought. But of course he sees me like some monster that likes to inflict pain. He has no reason to think otherwise.


  “No,” he said forcefully. “I won’t beat you. I don’t want to. Why would—”


  “Then take me,” Anaxantis interrupted him while loosening the drawstrings of his pants. “I know for certain you liked that.”

Ehandar didn’t move.


  “Piss on me, if it makes you feel better,” Anaxantis added.


  Is he serious? What has gotten into him? Ehandar was completely stunned.


  He looked at his brother, clad only in his drawers, his face impassive yet earnest.


  His hair has grown and it suits him. In fact, he is quite handsome. Strange that I never saw that.


  “No,” he said, but it sounded less self-assured. “Why would you even… consider this?”


  Anaxantis shrugged.


  “You’re my brother,” he said, “and I love you. Maybe more than one should love a brother. I don’t like to see you in pain.”


  Anaxantis came nearer and sat in Ehandar’s lap, throwing one arm around his neck and laying a hand upon his breast.


  “Take me,” he whispered into Ehandar’s ear. “You want to. I want you to.”


  He moved his hand downwards.


  “You can’t lie to me anymore, Ehandar. Your body speaks for you.”


  Ehandar felt himself blush.


  “No,” he said, “it will hurt. I’ve hurt you too much already.”


  “I don’t care and you will be gentle,” Anaxantis said and his lips sought Ehandar’s.


  Is there no battle, no battle at all I can win? Have I no defenses? Even here?


  “We’re brothers,” Ehandar said, his words belying what he really wanted.


  “We’re half brothers. If that. But first and foremost we’re Tanahkoses. We don’t obey laws. We make them,” Anaxantis replied, in a soft yet confident voice, barely breaking the contact of their lips.


  Hesitantly, very cautiously, Ehandar kissed him back.


  It’s just a kiss. I can stop it at any moment, and then it will be over.


  Just like water that at first seeps through a small crack in a dam, but gradually widens the gap and at long last bursts through it with roaring force, taking the whole structure with it, Ehandar’s feelings swept him away.


  It wasn’t just a kiss and it had never been just the wine, he understood now.


  When finally they stopped kissing and Anaxantis had reclined against his chest, Ehandar opened his eyes and looked upon the blond head that so trustingly lay against him.


  How could I ever…


  But he didn’t want his thoughts to go there. He reached into his pouch and retrieved a key. Almost timidly, trying not to disturb the softly breathing boy on his lap, he opened the collar and let it drop to the floor. He gasped when he saw the crusts that had formed on the chafing wounds on Anaxantis’s neck, and which somehow he had overlooked until now. He cursed silently.


  Anaxantis looked up at him. Ehandar gulped.


  “Will you share my bed tonight?” he asked, almost shyly. “You don’t… only if you want to.”


  For only answer Anaxantis rubbed his body closer against his. Ehandar carried him to the big bed, laid him softly down and undressed. Before getting into bed, he removed Anaxantis’s drawers. The boy smiled and lifted his hips to accommodate him. When he had crawled into the bed, he took Anaxantis in his arms and planted a tender kiss on his mouth. He straddled the boy, bent over and started kissing him first on his neck, gently, as if trying to heal Anaxantis’s wounds with his lips, then let his lips wander on the boy’s chest and nipples, in a downward movement. He felt Anaxantis shiver. The boy turned on his belly under him.


  “Do you want this?” Ehandar asked. “We don’t need—”


  “Do it,” Anaxantis said.


  He grimaced involuntarily when Ehandar entered him, and clenched his eyes shut. The older boy held back a while before lowering himself as carefully as he could.


  “Tell me if I’m hurting you,” he said anxiously.


  “It’s all right,” Anaxantis groaned.


  With careful deliberation, Ehandar started moving up and down as he felt Anaxantis relax beneath him. He felt an almost uncontrollable urge to thrust vigorously, but instead kept moving at a steady rhythm. A soft moaning escaped from his partner’s lips and he felt a gentle clenching around his member. When finally he peaked, it was not a forceful explosion but an equally satisfying, gushing release. He let his body sink down upon Anaxantis’s and kissed him on the neck, while still remaining inside him. When later he withdrew, he turned the boy around and was greeted by an enchanting smile that was impossible not to return. Ehandar took him into his arms and lifted him half up, while he took Anaxantis’s member in his hand. He pressed his lips upon the slightly open mouth of the boy, while he kept stimulating him. Soon he felt as if all the air was sucked out of his mouth, and Anaxantis’s body contracted and then stretched out, at the same time turning to Ehandar while his semen erupted on both their bellies.


  Anaxantis was still panting in the afterglow, while Ehandar moved a sweaty, wavy strand of blond hair out of the boy’s eyes. The gray-blue eyes looked up with gratitude, and Ehandar, for the first time in his life, felt wanted, needed.


  He wished he could hold onto the moment, stop the time, but inevitably it passed.


  He stood up to get a towel, moistening a part of it with fresh water, and cleaned them both under Anaxantis’s adoring gaze. When he climbed back into bed and stretched out beside him, Anaxantis sighed as he snuggled against him. With his head in the crook of Ehandar’s shoulder, the boy almost immediately fell asleep.


  For a long time Ehandar didn’t dare move, even when his muscles began to ache from holding the same position too long, for fear of interrupting the peaceful, trusting slumber of his partner. Feeling the nearness of the warm, slender body almost brought tears to his eyes.


  How could I have been so stupid, so blind? He must have loved me for a long time before this. And I, who have always felt so lonely, even with my friends around me, have done nothing but push him away and blame him for everything. Well, all that is going to change. Tomorrow I’ll explain everything to him, all the dangers that lurk around us, all that went wrong, all my failures, and this time I will listen to his advice. With my arms and his brain our chances of surviving the struggle for the Devil’s Crown are more than doubled. We’ll make the Marches into an impenetrable bulwark from which we can’t be budged.


  When he had checked that the boy was fast asleep, he carefully made himself more comfortable. Anaxantis moved in his sleep and laid a hand on his chest. Ehandar smiled and drew the covers over both of them.


  He has forgiven me, were his last thoughts before he became drowsy and sank into a deep sleep.
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  Chapter 5


  The Dragon Flies Again
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  Anaxantis was still asleep when Ehandar woke. He remained as still as possible because he didn't want to disturb the sleeping boy. He enjoyed the unfamiliar feeling of waking up with a warm, breathing body tucked beside him. He had never felt like this before. It was as if for the first time he had something worthwhile to cherish, to protect. Strangely enough, it made all his problems more easy to bear and more urgent at the same time.


  He startled when something suddenly occurred to him. He got up as quietly as he could and dressed. Cautiously he opened the door of their room and once outside ran down the stairs. On the courtyard, he looked up. Above the gate flew the standard of Ximerion and his own eagle flag. About two months ago he had given the order to not raise the dragon anymore. He now countermanded this and waited until a nervous sentinel had raised Anaxantis’s standard. He had also commandeered his brother’s six soldiers. He went to the lodgings of his personal guard.


  He barged into the room where two captains, both wearing his crest, were breakfasting.


  “My brother has recovered,” he said to one of them without any greeting or introduction, “and he may need his guard. From now on you are to wear the yellow tunics with the dragon crest again. See to it.”


  The captains looked stupefied at each other.


  “Immediately, My Lord,” the one he had addressed replied.


  That taken care of, Ehandar relaxed and returned to their room.


  He found Anaxantis, who in the meantime had woken and dressed, sitting quietly in his spot next to the fireplace.


  “What are you doing there?” he asked, truly not understanding what he saw.


  “I thought you wanted me here,” Anaxantis replied. “I didn’t want to presume—”


  “No, no, no,” Ehandar interrupted him while he crouched beside him, “I want us to make a fresh start. I’ve handled this all wrong from the beginning. It’s not the only thing I’ve managed to botch up. A lot has happened and there is so much to tell.”


  He stood up and extended both his hands to help Anaxantis rise.


  “I promise, it will all be different from now on.” He smiled. “Believe me.”


  He hugged the boy and pressed him against his body.


  “I believe you,” Anaxantis replied in a soft voice.


  Just like that… and it’s over, Anaxantis thought, amazed. He is in love. He is in love with me. Who would have thought it possible? Yes, it will all be different from now on.


  “First we will inform General Tarngord of your recovery, and this afternoon we will take a ride in the country. I will fill you in about everything that has happened. That is, if you feel up for a ride. I know you get dizzy spells.”


  “Somehow I think they won’t bother me anymore,” Anaxantis said.


  “I should have listened to you. I know that now.”


  Yes, you should have, on more than one occasion, Anaxantis thought.


  He made a slight deprecating gesture and smiled weakly.


  “It doesn’t matter anymore. You’re right. Let’s make a fresh start.”


  It was exactly what Ehandar wanted to hear. He got Anaxantis’s yellow tunic, his sword and his boots and helped him put them on.


  “You don’t have to help me like that, I can do it myself,” Anaxantis said, while his brother was fastening the heavy clasps of the boots.


  Ehandar looked up from his crouched position and grinned.


  “I don’t mind. I want to.”


  While Ehandar girded his sword on, Anaxantis looked out of one of the windows that overlooked the courtyard. He saw the three flags fluttering above the gates.


  And so the dragon flies again, he thought, satisfied.
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  Commander-General Demrac Tarngord was the first of the higher officers to know. A servant had just put on his right boot when he heard a knock on the door of his private quarters. After being given permission his aide-de-camp entered.


  “General,” he said, out of breath, “I thought you would want to know. The dragon flag has been raised above the castle gate this morning.”


  “What? Are you sure?”


  Brushing the servant aside the commander hobbled on one booted and one bare foot to the porch in front of his barrack. Indeed, there on the rock, above the castle gate flew the Ximerionian standard, flanked by the flags of both lord governors.


  What the heck? How is that possible? That means that not only is the little brat still alive, but also that they have made their peace. I must find out as soon as possible what happened. Tenax needs to know.


  When he entered the war room Demrac saw both brothers bent over maps and reports.


  “My Lord, it’s nice to see you so fit,” he said, without being able to completely suppress a faint hint of suspicion in his voice.


  “Thank you, General.” Anaxantis said, and he smiled. “My brother took good care of me. All I needed was some quiet and rest it seems.”


  “Are you going to resume your intended exploration of the Renuvian plains?”


  “First of all, I’m going to acquaint myself with all that has happened in the time I was incapacitated, but eventually, yes, I would think so.”


  He seems healthy enough. A little pale maybe, but that is undoubtedly the result of being cooped up inside all the time. And what’s with the other one? Ehandar seems… lighter somehow. Less tense, less stressed. They must have come to some kind of understanding. But how? And why? And what exactly have they agreed upon?


  In the afternoon the brothers rode out into the countryside. Ehandar set an unhurried pace and headed for the little hill with the tree where they dismounted.


  “Are you alright? No nausea?” Ehandar asked with a slight hint of concern.


  “I don’t think so. It wasn’t that long of a ride anyway, but even so, I feel perfectly all right.”


  Ehandar secured the horses to some nearby bushes, and Anaxantis took some maps, parchments and charcoal sticks out of his saddlebags. They sat down beneath the tree, and Ehandar began to tell everything he had learned in the last three months, frequently interrupted by Anaxantis asking for some clarification or other.


  “That’s quite some predicament we’re in. I’m so sorry that you had to carry this burden alone for so long,” Anaxantis said, when finally he had finished.


  “Nah. Don’t be sorry,” Ehandar said, embarrassed. “It was my own fault. Anyhow, there we are. At least some of the auxiliary troops are worth something. Most aren’t though. If the Mukthars attack one of these weeks, I don’t know how we are going to resist them.”


  “They won’t attack any time soon,” Anaxantis replied. “I can’t be totally sure, of course, but the last four raids were all in mid to late spring. I don’t think that’s just a coincidence. Maybe there is some cultural or religious reason. It could be a matter of tradition. Maybe some of them are farmers and they can’t mount an attack in sowing and harvest seasons. Difficult to say. As usual we know far too little. Anyway, chances are we have till next spring to prepare.”


  At one fell swoop he allayed one of my most important fears, Ehandar thought. By the Gods, it is good to be able to share all this with someone who understands.


  “But we should use the time wisely,” Anaxantis continued while he unfolded a map of the northern border and the Renuvian plains. He took a charcoal stick. “First, the Urdam-Dek pass near the sea. It’s difficult to see why they would take that route as it is an enormous detour. It is equally difficult to see why they would cross the Mirax at Renuvia. What I have called the Westwood Forest, for lack of a real name, would act as a wall to an army. At the very least it would make their advance very cumbersome. Again, why would they take the trouble? Nevertheless, just to play safe, we should post a reconnaissance patrol of, let’s say, fifty men to observe the pass. The ruins of Renuvia seem ideal as a base.


  “They most likely will use the Queneq Pass. I suppose they could turn around the Eastwood Forest, but again the question is, why would they? It is somewhat more likely than the Urdam-Dek route, but not much. Again, to cover all possibilities, we should post a sentinel unit on the outskirts of the Eastwood Forest.


  “The most likely route is for them to cross the Mirax between the Westwood Forest and the Middlewood Forest or between the Eastwood Forest and the Middlewood Forest. In both cases we can use the woods and the river to contain them, and block their passage temporarily with a vanguard. Our main force we keep in the back until we know which route exactly they’re taking. A sentinel post hidden at the edge of the Middlewood Forest should give us an early indication of their intentions.


  “Of course, the best alternative for us is that they should choose a third route and decide to cross the Mirax in the curve closest to our border. In that case our main force is ready to meet them, and both of our vanguards are at their back. With any luck we could encircle them and that could possibly neutralize their numerical superiority.”


  Ehandar was speechless. He had followed Anaxantis’s explanation and saw him draw lines on the map with growing wonder and admiration.


  He must have thought about this while I had him chained up like an animal. While I was running from here to there in a ridiculously ineffectual search for more troops. What would I even have done with more soldiers on the off chance I had gotten them? Ehandar felt depressed.


  Anaxantis saw the sad look in his brother’s eyes.


  “Hey, don’t beat yourself up. Neither of us has had it easy growing up in a family like ours. We were bound to be screwed up to some degree,” he said softly.


  He threw his arms round Ehandar’s neck and kissed him lightly on the lips.


  “We were going to make a fresh start of it, remember?” he added.


  Is it really that simple? Just forget it and move on? By the Gods, I hope so. Ehandar smiled at Anaxantis.


  “You’re right. I only wish I had seen it earlier. That I hadn’t ignored you all those years. I’ll make it up to you somehow, I swear.”


  “I know you will,” Anaxantis said.
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  That is a strange development, to say the least, Tenaxos thought, holding the small piece of parchment.


  He squinted to read the text, written in very small letters, again.


  Anaxantis has reappeared from the tower this morning. According to both of them he has indeed been sick, needing rest and quiet. Not only does he seem recovered, but he looks fitter than before, apart from a marked paleness. The brothers seem to have reached some understanding and all animosity, as far as I can tell, is gone. On the contrary, there is an air of conspiratorial unity between them. It is as if they have been best friends for years. This afternoon they rode out together, without retinue, and they were gone for hours, without telling anyone where they went.


  Tenax, I don’t like this at all, though I’m glad of course that Anaxantis is alive and well. But they’re planning something, and they’re keeping their own counsel.


  Dem


  So, they seem to have taken the least likely way. Instead of trying to eliminate each other, they’ve formed a pact. I should be proud of them, I suppose. Ehandar has understood that force is not the only factor, especially when you don’t have enough of it. And he has also understood that it is not the measure of all things. It takes a lot of self-mastery to admit that you need help and advice, when your first reflex would be to rely on sheer might. From Anaxantis it was to be expected that he would understand that it is not enough to have a keen mind, but that you also need a strong arm. I must admit they’ve done better than I expected, though I would like to know just how they managed to overcome their differences.


  Ehandar… Portonas has cut off his sources of information here and dispersed what allies he had in the Southern Army. Right after that he forms a new alliance. Interesting.
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  Most of the time Emelasuntha was worried to death, and when she was not worried to death she was bored to tears. It was not that she was treated badly. She had servants, none of whom she had ever seen before, and everybody treated her with respect. But she realized all too well that when it came down to it, she was queen of one room. Out of the two windows she saw a dreary landscape of forests as far as the eye could see. She could also deduce that the castle where she was kept was fairly high up on a mountain. That gave her a vague idea where she was. Few people knew that the dukes of Tanahkos had also been lords of a small fief that consisted of a mountain and a small stretch of land around it. In fact it was where the noble House of Tanahkos had originated. Of course, the robber-barons, and you could as well leave the label ‘barons’ out of that sobriquet, didn’t want people to remember their origin, once they had acquired the duchy of Tanahkos. This they had accomplished through a combination of intrigues and strong-arming an old duke into giving his only daughter and heir in marriage to the chieftain of a band of thieves and cutthroats who had murdered his only son.


  She was fairly sure she was in the eagle’s nest of Taranaq Mountain.


  Why has the Tribe of Mekthona done nothing yet? she wondered. Surely, they are looking for me. Sobrathi must have had time to warn them. I hope she has kept contact with my informers. She has my ring, so she has access to the emergency funds I set aside at my bankers’. The Sisterhood must be looking too. And Anaxantis? It is maddening. All kinds of terrible things could have happened by now. That savage, Ehandar, may have murdered him and Tenax, that swine, probably wouldn’t take the trouble to inform me of his death. I doubt he'll be missing his sweets, but his medicines must be running out as well.
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  Hemarchidas liked to walk in the woods near the barracks on the afternoons he was free from duty. Which was almost every afternoon. His unit practiced in the morning, groomed the horses and cleaned the barracks. There was only so much practicing, grooming and cleaning one could do, and so he had a lot of spare time on his hands.


  Instinctively he walked with the almost soundless steps of a hunter. When the little path took a turn he was greeted by the strange sight of a young, slender boy in a clearing, who was hacking at a tree with a longsword. The boy had removed his shirt and his upper body glistened with sweat. Hemarchidas didn’t want to startle him and waited till, out of breath, the boy paused. Hemarchidas deliberately stepped on some dry twigs. The boy turned around and looked at him, not really afraid, but nevertheless cautious, while brushing a lock of wavy, blond hair with his hand from before his eyes. Then he smiled. Hemarchidas would later remember this exact moment as the one he fell in love.


  “Hi there,” he said, “I am Hemarchidas.”


  “Glad to meet you, Hemarchidas.” Anaxantis grinned. “My name is… Anack.”


  “You can call me Hem, if you like. Most people do.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it. I like long names and how they roll off the tongue. I was about to take a pause. Would you like some watered down wine? You’ll have to share my drinking flask, though.”


  Only then did Hemarchidas see that a beautiful horse was fastened to a nearby tree. The boy retrieved a flask out of a saddlebag, sat down and motioned Hemarchidas to join him.


  “That’s a beautiful horse you have there,” Hemarchidas said admiringly.


  “Yes, a gray Zyntrean Warmblood, I’m told.”


  Hemarchidas whistled approvingly.


  “One of the best breeds. Your family must be rich. Are you in the army?”


  “Cavalry,” Anaxantis lied.


  “That’s strange. I’m in the auxiliary army myself and we had a few joint exercises, but I don’t remember seeing you.”


  “I fell sick, a few days after we got here. I’ve just recovered a week ago, so I’ve missed all the fun.”


  “Don’t be offended but aren’t you a bit small and young to be in the cavalry?”


  “Hey, I am almost seventeen,” Anaxantis said, mock-insulted, “and Father has, eh, some influence.”


  At least that is not an outright lie, he thought.


  “You’re nobility.” Hemarchidas felt suddenly less at ease.


  “Oh please, barely. Go a few generations back…” Anaxantis let the sentence die out.


  Probably rich farmers who have recently been ennobled, Hemarchidas speculated. He doesn’t seem to have the haughtiness of ancient nobility.


  “And you?” Anaxantis inquired.


  “As I said, I’m with the auxiliaries. Cavalry to be precise. I’m from the Cheridoni tribe. You wouldn’t know us.”


  “Let’s see,” Anaxantis said, pensively. “The Cheridoni crossed the Ximerionian border in 1034 or 1036, I’m not sure, fleeing an enemy that outnumbered them tenfold. You sought asylum and were given a small valley at the border on condition that you would guard its pass. You’re horse breeders and have a reputation as fierce warriors. A well-trained Cheridonian Fourblood could outrun my Zyntrean Warmblood any day of the week. How am I doing so far?”


  Hemarchidas was astounded. He was used to people being totally ignorant of his tribe.


  “How come you know all this?” he asked.


  “I was in poor health when I was younger. You’ve got a lot of time to read when you’re sick.” Anaxantis grinned. “Eventually some things are bound to stick.”


  Hemarchidas mulled this over.


  “Don’t you think an ax would be more efficient for felling a tree, Anack?” he asked after a while.


  “Oh,” Anaxantis replied, “I’m not so much trying to fell a tree as trying to exercise. You see, being in poor health most of the time, I haven’t had many opportunities to train my muscles.”


  “Hm. There is an exercise ground near the barracks, just for that purpose.”


  “If I go there, I’ll be the laughing stock of all the other soldiers, and I doubt if I would get much training done. No, I’d rather exercise on my own.”


  “The problem is,” Hemarchidas said, “that you are doing it wrong.”


  Anaxantis passed the wine flask.


  “Could you show me how to do it right?”


  Hemarchidas took a swig and stood up.


  “Come,” he said, “take your sword.”


  When Anaxantis had done so, Hemarchidas stood behind him, took his hands and positioned them on the hilt.


  “First, place your right hand as close to the guard as you can, like this, and use your left hand to stabilize your weapon. When you deliver the blow, don’t just use the muscles of your arm, as you were doing, but put your shoulders and your back into it.”


  Anaxantis followed the Cheridonian’s instructions and hacked into the tree.


  “See,” Hemarchidas said, satisfied, “that’s a lot better. Training your muscles is good, but you also have to know how to handle your sword, where to strike… a lot of things really.”


  “Could you teach me?” Anaxantis asked.


  “To tell the truth, I am not that good myself, but a friend of mine is. I could ask him. We’ve got nothing much to do in the afternoons, and he is bored. I think he might welcome the distraction. Are you here every afternoon? Tomorrow?”


  Hemarchidas hoped he didn’t sound too eager. After he had confirmed that he would be there the next day, Anaxantis resumed his exercises while Hemarchidas looked on.


  You can tell he hasn’t had much training, but you have to admire his determination to improve, Hemarchidas thought. What a strange boy. Cavalry. I would have thought he was more of a page or a varlet to some higher officer. His father bought his commission probably. The first of the family to see military service most likely. He’s fine boned, but he seems tough. And he is absolutely gorgeous.


  After half an hour Anaxantis sank down beneath the tree, breathing heavily and sweating.


  “By the Gods,” Hemarchidas laughed, “you smell like ass.”


  Anaxantis sniffed under his arms and grinned.


  “Yes, I do, don’t I? Not used to all this exertion, I’m afraid. Of course, you, having sat on your backside all the time, smell like roses.”


  “You impertinent little devil.” Hemarchidas smiled and wrestled him down.


  Anaxantis was no match for the well-trained Cheridonian.


  “We should find you someone who can teach you a few hand-to-hand combat techniques,” Hemarchidas said. “A ten-year-old Mukthar could take you.”


  The banter and teasing went on for a while. Anaxantis had the time of his life. Never before had he been able to hang around so freely with someone of his own age who treated him as just another guy.


  I think I made my first friend, he reflected happily. So that’s what I’ve been missing all these years.


  He looked at Hemarchidas. Somewhat taller than himself, black, half-long hair and a light olive colored skin, with long, supple legs and strong arms. A pleasant face with an easy smile. Hemarchidas felt him stare.


  “What?” he asked, smiling timidly.


  “I wish I had your muscles,” Anaxantis said, and he sighed.


  “A few weeks of hard training and you should be all right, little one. Of course, you will never have my muscles.”


  “Just wait and see,” Anaxantis replied, “the day will come that I throw you to the ground without having to think twice about it.”


  “Ha, I’d like to see that. You and what army?”


  Yes, Anaxantis thought, a very good question. Me and what army?
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  “Don’t come too close,” Anaxantis said with a smirk at Ehandar when he entered their room. “I smell like ass.”


  “In what gutter have you picked up that charming barracks’ expression?” Ehandar smiled.


  “Someone I met in the woods today used it,” Anaxantis replied while he took off his mantle, tunic and sword.


  He went to the bathroom, but left the door open. Ehandar took this as an open invitation to follow him inside.


  “You had your guard with you, I hope,” he said, concerned.


  “No, as a matter of fact, I needed some time on my own,” Anaxantis answered while undressing.


  He put a wooden plug in the opening in the bottom of the stone bath and pulled another plug out of the wall. Immediately fresh water from a bifurcation of the aqueduct began to stream into the tub, and he stepped into it. While he washed up he told Ehandar, who stood leaning against the doorpost, what had happened that afternoon.


  “That’s dangerous, Anaxantis,” Ehandar said, in a worried voice. “That Cheridonian could have been anybody. I told you why we have to be cautious. He could very well be an agent of Portonas.”


  “Oh, I swear, Ehandar, you’re worse than Mother.” Anaxantis smiled. “Not everybody is out to get us.”


  “Still… I don’t like it very much. And if you needed practice in sword fighting, why didn’t you ask me? I’m considered to be rather good, you know,” Ehandar said with an undertone of hurt in his voice.


  Anaxantis looked up and studied his brother’s face. Then he laughed.


  “Ehandar, by the Gods, you’re jealous,” he chuckled.


  “Am not. I just want you to be safe.”


  “Oh, come here and help dry me off. You’ve nothing to be jealous about. It’s just that I never had friends, and it was fun to forget for a while that I am a prince and a governor and what-not.”


  Yes, I can understand that, Ehandar thought as he used a large towel to dry Anaxantis off. The poor guy was always surrounded by people who were paid to keep him company and I haven’t been a big help either. Maybe it’s a good thing for him to get some friends his own age. Let’s just hope that’s all they’ll turn out to be. Friends.


  “All right,” he said indulgently, “have your little band of friends, but see to it that you don’t overdo it. The dizzy spells may have stayed away for a while now, but we don’t know if you’re really cured. There is a famous doctor in Dermolhea. I’m going to summon him here and let him examine you. If you don’t mind.”


  Anaxantis put his arms around him and pressed his naked body against Ehandar.


  “No, I don’t mind,” he said. “In fact I think it is a good idea. And it is rather cute that you’re so worried. Just like it is cute that you are jealous.”


  With a squeaky laughter he ran into the room to the bed, followed by Ehandar.


  “I am not jealous. I am not, you hear me? I am not.”


  A while later they lay, both naked, on the bed. Anaxantis started to turn on his belly, but Ehandar stopped him.


  “No,” he whispered self-consciously, “you take me.”


  “Ehandar, you’re not used to it,” Anaxantis said concernedly.


  “Neither were you,” Ehandar replied while he turned around. “Go ahead, it’ll be alright.”


  Anaxantis used a liberal amount of scented oil to rub on his member and in Ehandar’s entrance before he inserted himself as gently as he could. Nevertheless, the pain was excruciating, like nothing Ehandar had felt before.


  By the Gods, this hurts. Ehandar bit his arm. It hurts though I wanted this and though he is being so careful, so considerate. This feeling, having someone inside you, is so intimate. It makes you feel so vulnerable. There’s not much more you can give of yourself. And I have inflicted this callously upon him, against his will. I have taken with violence what should be offered freely.


  “Oh, I am sorry, I’ve been too forceful. Now I’ve hurt you and made you cry,” Anaxantis said.


  But that was not why Ehandar was crying.
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  Chapter 6


  Clansmen of Anaxantis
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  It was the end of September, but the weather was still relatively mild. For about a month Anaxantis, Hemarchidas and two others had gathered in the clearing in the woods. The day after they first met, Hemarchidas had brought his friend Lethoras, a Cheridonian champion sword fighter. He was a quiet, self-assured, lanky guy who looked with detachment at the world through his dark green eyes. Three days later an infantry soldier called Bortram, who had a certain reputation in close combat, became a regular. He was less heavyset than one would expect for a wrestler, with short brown hair and a pale face that easily reddened. Though not a Cheridonian, he was an acquaintance of Lethoras. Anaxantis reveled in the company of his newfound friends, although the exercising proved rather humiliating. At horse riding he was clearly inferior to Hemarchidas, and Lethoras could knock his sword out of his hand with one blow. Bortram wrestled him to the ground in less than a minute. But Anaxantis kept at it tenaciously.


  “You’re improving, Anack,” Bortram had said after a few weeks.


  “You knocked me down exactly as fast as the other day,” Anaxantis had replied sourly.


  “Ah, yes, but today I almost had to make an effort to do it.”


  “Almost. Why, thank you very much indeed.”


  “No, seriously, tomorrow I’ll teach you some tricks that should enable you to hold your own against much stronger opponents. I think you’re ready. They won’t work on me, though.”


  Anaxantis always brought the wine and food, mostly bread, butter and cold cuts, of which he himself ate very sparingly. After a week Hemarchidas had complained.


  “It’s always you who brings the refreshments. Meats, butter, bread, cheese, wine… it must cost a fortune.”


  “Oh, let me do this,” Anaxantis had replied. “Lethoras and you are not being paid, you’re here because the Cheridoni are obliged under treaty to send troops. Bortram has a service pay, but he sends most of it home so his parents can keep the farm. I on the other hand can not only keep my pay, but my father sends me a generous allowance on top, and I have nothing to spend it on. You give your time for free to train a runt like me. Believe me, it’s more than fair.”


  “I’m not complaining,” Bortram said while chewing on a chicken leg. “The food in the barracks is not bad, but not nearly as good as this stuff.”


  “Neither am I,” Lethoras had chimed in. “I’m sick of patriph, national dish or not. Every freaking morning, midday and evening porridge with slivers of dried goat meat. No, thank you. You’re outvoted, Hem.”


  “I still think it isn’t fair,” Hemarchidas had grumbled, but, when Anaxantis had laid his hand on his shoulder, he hadn’t insisted.


  Ehandar had said nothing to discourage Anaxantis, although sometimes the words burned on his lips. He had listened to Anaxantis’s excited stories of how he had mastered a new sword technique, or when for the first time he had won a race from Hemarchidas.


  He has a healthy color. All that exercising must do him good and he seems to enjoy the time with his friends. He is more lively. I just hope that he doesn’t become overconfident. We still don’t know what caused his spells and if they’re truly gone for good.
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  One afternoon Lethoras demonstrated how one man defends himself against multiple opponents. It was impressive. He had asked the other three to attack him simultaneously, and in less than five minutes he had disarmed them one by one. To Anaxantis’s relief, Bortram was even worse with a sword than he himself was. Lethoras explained the different moves and techniques he had used to simultaneously keep two attackers fully occupied while disarming a third.


  “Now you,” he said to Anaxantis. “Don’t try to do what I did. Just defend yourself. If you manage to keep us at bay for a few minutes that would be a very good beginning. Don’t try anything fancy, just concentrate on deflecting our attacks.”


  There was only one thing Anaxantis could do and that was retreat while fending off their blows. Very soon they threatened to surround him, so he maneuvered around, in an attempt to prevent being encircled, until he stood with his back against a tree. He couldn’t retreat any further, and he knew that whatever he did, it would be over in a matter of minutes.


  Suddenly the four friends heard a cry and saw about a dozen soldiers on horseback storming at them, swords drawn. They had not the faintest idea what was happening.


  “Stop, stop, it’s only an exercise. They’re my friends. I’m not in danger. Stop. Stop,” Anaxantis yelled at the top of his lungs.


  The soldiers came to a halt, only inches away from the four friends. The captain of the squad dismounted.


  “Are you all right, My Lord?” he inquired.


  “Yes, yes, we were only practicing. My friends were teaching me to defend myself against a multiple attack.”


  The captain looked at the other three, still with a hint of suspicion in his eyes.


  “How is it you find yourself in this part of the woods?” Anaxantis asked. “I’ve never before seen soldiers here.”


  “Your brother, Lord Ehandar, gave us specific instructions to keep an eye on suspicious movements in this sector of the forest, My Lord.”


  “And he didn’t mention that I was here with friends?”


  “Yes, he did, My Lord, only, what I saw didn’t look very friendly. For all I knew you were under attack by robbers, and your friends could be lying dead somewhere.”


  “I see,” Anaxantis said.


  “I’m sorry, My Lord, if I disturbed you.”


  “No, no, Captain, you weren’t to know. On the contrary, you did your duty and you did it admirably. You are to be commended. Had I been in any real danger, you would have saved me. Thank you. I shall make sure to tell my brother that you executed his orders with diligence.”


  Inwardly, the captain sighed with relief. He wouldn’t have been the first officer to be reprimanded for just doing his duty with an undesired result because his instructions had been incomplete. Blame tended to seek out the lower ranks, he knew. At least the young lord was fair in his assessment of what had happened.


  “Thank you, My Lord,” he replied. “With your permission we will leave you to it. I will patrol the perimeter of this section and not disturb you anymore.”


  When the soldiers had left, an uneasy silence descended upon the little group. Hemarchidas went to his horse, untied it and mounted.


  “Your Lordship,” he said tersely, “I bid you a good day.”


  “Hemarchidas, wait,” Anaxantis said, desolately. “Let me at least explain.”


  “No need to explain, Your Highness,” Hemarchidas replied, every word dripping with acid. “Just find yourself some new toys to play with.”


  With that he gave his horse the spurs and galloped off. Lethoras who was mounting his own chestnut, yelled after him, “Wait for me, Hemarchidas, damn it, wait for me.”


  Once mounted he turned to Anaxantis and said in a sorrowful tone, “Sorry, Ana… sorry, he’s my friend.”


  Anaxantis followed them with his eyes until they disappeared behind the trees. He turned to Bortram, who had all this time looked on without saying a word.


  “Well, why are you still here?” Anaxantis asked roughly. “Aren’t you mad at me too?”


  “I am not mad at you,” Bortram said calmly.


  “Why not? They are.”


  “Because I knew from the first moment I saw you who you were.”


  “What?”


  “I saw you riding by one day with your brother.” Bortram grinned. “Not ten feet away from me. You, of course, saw nobody.”


  “Yeah, well—”


  “Oh, no need to apologize,” Bortram interrupted him. “It’s perfectly normal. There are hundreds of us simple soldiers and only two lord governors.”


  “And you decided to say nothing to the others?”


  “Yep. I was curious, to tell the truth. And hey, when was I ever going to get another chance to smack a prince down on his princely butt? To be honest, I was much harder on you than I would have been on any other beginner.”


  “Me and my butt thank you,” Anaxantis sneered.


  “Well, I wanted to know how long you would keep up the charade. After each time I threw you down, I expected you to say something like ‘Don’t you know who I am, peasant?’ and become all highty-mighty on me. But, no, you didn’t.”


  “So, you stayed just to have the pleasure of pummeling me into the ground?”


  “Of course not. There was also the food. How often do you think a simple peasant’s son has the occasion to sink his teeth into a chicken prepared for the lord governor? By the Gods, I get hungry just speaking about it. You wouldn’t happen to have some with you, would you?”


  Anaxantis looked at him flabbergasted.


  “Are you serious? Oh, in my saddlebag… Go and serve yourself.”


  Bortram went over to Anaxantis’s horse and opened one of the pouches.


  “The other,” Anaxantis shouted after him.


  But it was too late. Bortram had found his yellow tunic with the dragon crest.


  “Ha,” he said.


  “Yes, I take it off as soon as I reach the forest,” Anaxantis admitted.


  After replacing the tunic, Bortram retrieved an enormous turkey leg out of the other saddlebag.


  “Happy now?” Anaxantis asked.


  “Delicious. You’ll never know just how delicious until you have lived a few weeks on bread, water and gruel.”


  Try three months, Anaxantis thought, but you would never believe me.


  “And you’re sure I haven’t?” he said. “At least, you’re honest,” he added in a dejected tone.


  “Oh, there was something else. I never would have thought so, but I found you surprisingly fun to be around. You’re good company, eh… yeah, what shall I call you?”


  “You know my name. Obviously. But you can keep calling me Anack, if you like,” Anaxantis shrugged.


  “I’ll go with Anaxantis then,” Bortram replied, gulping down a piece of turkey meat. “It’s a nice compromise between Your Divine Highty-Mightyness and Your Shrimpness, don’t you think? Damn, this is good. I could use a swig of wine, though.”


  “Saddlebag,” Anaxantis said morosely. “So, we’re good, then?” he added while Bortram was rummaging around for the wine flask.


  “Sure, why not? I still won’t let you win, though,” Bortram replied, pointing the turkey leg at him.


  “I do hope so,” Anaxantis said, “but one day I am going to smack you down so hard that your ass will hurt for a month.”


  “Yeah, dream on, shrimp. Never going to happen.”
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  “Why can’t Hemarchidas see it like you do,” Anaxantis complained.


  “Because he thought you were friends,” Bortram replied, picking his teeth.


  “We are friends,” Anaxantis said.


  “Friends usually don’t lie to each other.”


  “I didn’t lie. I… adjusted the truth somewhat.”


  Bortram burst out in laughter.


  “Really, all the important stuff I told you was true. Only some details were… less true,” Anaxantis tried to convince himself.


  “Yes, like the detail that you are not a rich farmer’s son, barely a minor noble, but a royal prince of the realm. A detail, if ever there was one.”


  “I meant to tell you, honestly. I was just waiting for the right moment.”


  “You lied, Anack… santis, and Hemarchidas is hurt.”


  “There must be something I can do to make it up to him.” Anaxantis almost cried.


  “Well, in my experience saying you’re sorry goes a long way to setting things right,” Bortram said. “By now he will have calmed down a bit. Why don’t we go look for him? I know where the barracks of the Cheridoni are. Tell him you were afraid he would have treated you differently if he had known who you really were. Tell him you were afraid you would never have become friends in the first place.”


  “How did you know that? That’s exactly what I thought.”


  Bortram shrugged.


  “He will never forgive me,” Anaxantis said, drooping his shoulders.


  “Of course he will. He likes you too much not to.”


  The calm, self-assured demeanor of Bortram gave Anaxantis some hope and they set out for the barracks of the Cheridoni.


  When they neared the barracks of Hemarchidas’s tribe their noses were molested by a penetrating smell.


  “By the Gods, what is that awful stink?” Anaxantis gasped.


  “I reckon that’s patriph, you know, their national staple,” Bortram said, disgusted. “Lucky for me you brought the food and not them.”


  The fourth barrack they knocked on was the one where Hemarchidas and Lethoras were lodged.


  “Hem, visitors for you,” the young tribesman who had opened the door yelled to someone inside.


  Hemarchidas appeared in the door opening, took one look at Anaxantis and Bortram and started walking briskly down the path between the barracks without uttering a sound.


  “Come on,” Bortram said, giving Anaxantis a push in the back, “after him, and make it sound good. I’ll have a word with Lethoras.”


  Anaxantis went after Hemarchidas. For every step the young Cheridonian took, he had to take two.


  “Hemarchidas, wait, let me explain, wait…” he shouted after him, without result.


  After a few minutes they were out of the encampment and Hemarchidas walked down a small path that led through the fields, with Anaxantis, almost out of breath, trying to catch up.


  “Hemarchidas, damn you, slow down, I can’t keep up,” he yelled nearly in tears. “You’re the first friend I ever had and I don’t want to lose you.”


  The Cheridonian stopped in his tracks and turned around.


  “Oh, come on, you must have dozens of friends. Noble friends. Real friends.”


  “No, you don’t know what it was like. I had servants, tutors, doctors… but never a friend. Never someone who liked me for who I was. Never someone like you.”


  He had caught up with Hemarchidas, but was still breathing heavily.


  “I wanted to tell you, honestly, I just didn’t know how. I was afraid you would treat me differently.”


  “So, you didn’t trust me?” Hemarchidas asked coldly.


  “No, that’s not true. Not exactly. I knew you liked Anack, but I wasn’t sure if you would like Anaxantis.”


  How can he trust, where would he have learned it? Hemarchidas thought, while he looked at the blond boy who now was really on the verge of tears. If only half of what they say about the royal family is true, it’s no wonder that he has trust issues. He seemed to enjoy our time together, and he wouldn’t have wanted to jeopardize that. Maybe he’s right. Would I have treated him the same if I had known who he really was?


  “You’re the first friend I ever had and I don’t want to lose you,” Anaxantis repeated and now the tears flowed down his cheeks.


  All resentment, all anger, all hurt that Hemarchidas had felt dissipated as he looked at the crying boy.


  “Oh, come here, you little fool,” he said and hugged him. “You’re not going to lose me. You can’t lose me, even if you tried. I’ll stick to you like a bad smell.”


  “Like patriph?” Anaxantis smiled through his tears.


  “The Gods forbid.” Hemarchidas laughed.


  “You’re not angry anymore?”


  “No, I think I understand. A little anyway. I was only angry, and mostly hurt, because you are my friend. If you hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have cared.”


  When they turned around to return to the barracks, they saw Bortram and Lethoras coming in their direction at a leisurely pace.


  “Friends again?” Bortram asked cheerfully.


  “We never stopped being friends,” Hemarchidas replied. “Even friends have a disagreement sometimes.”


  “Yeah, I can vouch for that,” Lethoras grinned at Anaxantis. “The man can be impossible sometimes. But not a bad bone in his body.”


  On the way back, Anaxantis took Bortram aside and said softly, “Thank you, Bortram.”


  “For what? I didn’t do anything.”


  “Yes, you did.”


  “Bah, just looking out for my next meal, kiddo… I mean Anaxantis. Oh boy, this is going to take some getting used to.”
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  “Unbelievable. The impertinence,” Ehandar fumed, waving a parchment in Anaxantis’s face.


  “What is it?” Anaxantis asked while he took off his mantle.


  “He simply refuses to come, the insolent rogue. He has the temerity to say he hasn’t got the time.”


  “Calm down. Whoever are you talking about?”


  “Murno Tollbir, that doctor I mentioned. I summoned him to come here to examine you, and he just won’t do it. He flatly refuses to obey an order of the lord governor. He has too many patients depending upon him, he writes. He can’t spare the time for a journey to Lorseth Castle. But he graciously permits you to visit him in his practice, and he specifies, next Wednesday when he will make some time to see you. Have you ever heard of such impertinence? Well, I’ll teach him a few basic truths. I’ll have him arrested and dragged here in chains, and let him rot for a week in the dungeons. Then I’ll ask him if he has time to see you or if he prefers to be left alone for another month.”


  “Or… I could simply go. I’ve wanted to visit Dermolhea for some time now. This seems the ideal excuse to do so.”


  “Anaxantis, we can’t let an insult like this pass without taking some action.”


  “Maybe it is true what he writes. I would hate it if people would suffer or even die because he had to take a few weeks off, just to examine me for half an hour. Besides, he will have all his instruments there.”


  “You’re far too soft,” Ehandar grumbled.


  “Oh, come on, don’t be such a grouch. I’m sure he meant no disrespect, and my dignity will survive, you know,” Anaxantis pleaded with a smile. “I’d love to go on a trip.”


  “All right then,” Ehandar caved in, “but you’re taking your guard and fifty cavalry men with you. And don’t you dare contradict me on this.”


  “Okay, I won’t,” Anaxantis said meekly. And I’ll take the guys with me. Oh, this is going to be such fun.
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  Preceded by his guard, surrounded by his friends and followed by a fifty-man strong cavalry detachment, Anaxantis rode to Dermolhea. He had never felt more alive, breathing the crisp early October air, as the small column made its way on the road that led past villages, fields and through forests. After having asked his friends if they would like to accompany him on his trip and having received a unanimous positive response, he had first sought out the general of the Cheridoni cavalry unit. He had explained what services Hemarchidas and Lethoras had rendered him personally, and how he would appreciate it if they could be permitted to go with him. He had taken care to weave the general’s rank into his request as often as he could. Duly impressed by the courteous behavior of the young lord governor and the recognition of his importance, the general had been more than happy to grant the permission to his two fellow tribesmen.


  “He even admonished us to behave,” said a laughing Lethoras when they were on the road. “He said that we were to remember always that we represented the honor and the good name of the whole tribe in the company of a member of the royal family.”


  “He even said that he was proud of us,” Hemarchidas grinned.


  “But that he would flay us alive if we brought shame upon the Cheridoni tribe,” Lethoras added.


  “For a moment I thought he was going to cry,” Hemarchidas shook his head.


  Getting permission for Bortram had been an even simpler affair. In fact, he could have asked Commander-General Tarngord to detach him to his personal guard and that would have been that. But Anaxantis had made the extra effort to go personally to the general of the second regiment to ask permission himself. General Ternengu couldn’t acquiesce fast enough, impressed as he was by the visit of a prince of the Royal House of Tanahkos. A polite Tanahkos at that.


  Ehandar had personally arranged for the cavalry unit and had impressed upon General Busskal that he was to handpick his best men for this assignment. Iftang Busskal who hated life in the barracks, had assured him that he would do so, and more, that he would personally take command of the unit. This had seemed to please Lord Governor Ehandar, and Busskal had congratulated himself silently on a masterstroke, by both pleasing his superior, while at the same time escaping the boring routine of camp life.


  They had set out very early and, riding at a trot, expected to reach the city in three days. In a last ditch effort, Ehandar had fussed again that the spells might return. In reality he hadn’t been all too happy about the long separation, but Anaxantis had adroitly neutralized any objection he could think of, and eventually Ehandar had given in, albeit doubtfully.


  “At the least sign that the sickness returns, you stop and come back in small and easy stages, you hear,” he had said. “I’ll yet drag that old fool of a doctor here, and he’ll regret it if it so happens that his refusal results in you being sick again,” he had grumbled. “Promise me you won’t overdo it, out of stupid pride or something like that.”


  Anaxantis had docilely promised and Ehandar, although still somewhat worried, had smiled indulgently, shaking his head. He had ordered the staff to see to the preparations and to arrange for lodgings on the way and in Dermolhea. The minor lords who were asked to accommodate the prince were grateful for the honor, and a rich merchant in Dermolhea was equally flattered.
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  During the stops and the evenings there was not much else to do other than talk. Anaxantis and his friends killed the time by exchanging their life stories. The prince was as truthful as he could be, though he chose to omit certain details. He also clung to the official version of his illness during the first months after his arrival at Lorseth. It felt uneasy, because it was a blatant lie, but after due consideration he came to the conclusion that everybody had the right to keep some things to himself. He was certain that the others also had chosen not to mention certain facts that were just too intimate or painful to share.


  Friends respect each other’s privacy, he thought. You not only keep the secrets they entrust you with, but also let them have their secrets from you, and trust that they will tell you all you need to know.


  “Well, you have us now,” Lethoras said, after he had told them of his long, lonely years. “Granted, we’re not exactly barons, or counts or dukes, but at least you have some friends to talk to.”


  “Although the Gods know what good it will do you, hearing the opinion of a peasant’s son,” Bortram added. “And I’m afraid hear it you will. Never knew when to keep my trap shut. Just ignore me.”


  “I will do nothing of the sort,” Anaxantis said. “I value your opinion just because you have a sober farmer’s mind. When I’ve really had enough, I’ll put a chicken leg in your mouth.”


  “Ah, that would do the trick.” Bortram grinned.


  “So you really think your father set you up, you and your brother? That he wants to test you?” Hemarchidas inquired, frowning.


  “The Gods may know what he really thinks. But one thing is certain: Father could have given us adequate troops to meet the challenge of a Mukthar attack.” Anaxantis shrugged. “He must have known how precarious our situation would be. It is exactly like Ehandar said. Nobody owes us loyalty and our authority depends upon the high king’s good graces. Which he can withdraw at any moment.”


  “What you need is your own circle of dependable men, your own power base,” Hemarchidas mused.


  “And look around you,” Bortram quipped, “you already have this sorry lot. Count your blessings.”


  “Oh, but I do,” Anaxantis said, sincerely, “you guys are more than friends. Not exactly family… believe me, knowing my family as I do, that is a compliment. More like a tribe… a clan.


  “Anaxantis’s Clan,” Lethoras said dryly. “It has a certain ring to it.”


  “Clansmen of Anaxantis, why not?” Bortram added. “I wouldn’t mind being called that.”


  “We’re an awfully small clan,” Hemarchidas remarked thoughtfully. “Maybe we should look out for some new recruits. Organize things a little. Enlist new talent.”


  Although my first instinct would be to keep our clan as small, as exclusive as possible, Hemarchidas thought. But what’s the use? If it is to be, you will see that even when I’m surrounded by a hundred men. If it isn’t, you won’t notice me, even among just the three of us. And, with a father and brothers like yours, you need a strong clan, loyal to you and to you alone.


  “I know a few men we could use,” Lethoras said. “When we return to Lorseth I could sound them out discreetly. If they should fit the bill, could you see to it that they are detached to your personal service, Anaxantis?”


  “Probably. I see no reason why not.”


  But you three will always remain the first, Anaxantis thought. Nothing can change that anymore.
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  Alone in the big bed, for the first time in a long time, Ehandar couldn’t sleep. The lack of a warm, breathing body beside him felt unfamiliar. Disturbing thoughts that had hidden in dark corners reemerged. He was worried about Anaxantis and wondered how he was.


  It has only been a few weeks and already I miss him from the first night he isn’t here. I should have gone with him. Damn the Marches and their unending administrative demands. It could all have waited a week or so. For that matter, damn them for good. Why can’t we just leave? We could go to the city state of Soranza. They’re strictly neutral and have a long tradition of granting asylum to all kinds of exiles. We would just be two princelings in a long line of fallen dictators, chased despots, dethroned kings, failed rebel leaders and refugee corrupt dignitaries. We could buy a small villa in the countryside. They say it is beautiful there. We could hire a few laborers and maybe grow some fruits or vegetables. Let the Gods create the days, and just live through them. Let the wolves fight over the Devil’s Crown, while we live quietly in the soft glowing hills around Soranza. Free from fears and worries. We could be happy there. I’m certain I could make him happy… No, I should never have let him go alone with just his friends.


  It was no use denying it any longer.


  Ehandar knew he was jealous.
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  Chapter 7


  Medicine for the Heart
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  A stout figure, entirely clad in black, cautiously opened the door to Emelasuntha’s bedroom, silently walked over to the sleeping queen and laid a hand upon her mouth. The queen woke.


  “Quiet, it’s me,” the dark figure whispered.


  “Sobrathi… finally.” Emelasuntha smiled. “Anaxantis?”


  “Anaxantis is fine. He’s alive, he’s free, he’s healthy. Quick, get up, there will be time later for all of this.”


  “You’re right. But I had to ask,” the queen said while she got out of bed.


  “Of course you did, dear.”


  Sobrathi slid a backpack from her shoulders, opened it and handed over a pair of pants, a tunic and a mantle, all of the deepest black.


  “I trust you have a shirt and sturdy shoes?”


  “I think they brought my riding boots with the rest of my clothes,” Emelasuntha said as she removed her nightgown and let Sobrathi help her into the pants.


  A few minutes later she was fully clad. Sobrathi retrieved a belt with two daggers attached to it out of her rucksack and handed it over. Emelasuntha went over to a cabinet and came back with a small box.


  “Some jewelry. Can you carry them in your backpack?”


  Sobrathi nodded and held the backpack open while Emelasuntha emptied the contents of the box into it.


  “Who’s with you? The Sisterhood?”


  “No, the Tribe of Mekthona. The Sisterhood is searching for you, but they are still far from finding this place.”


  “Astonema be thanked.”


  The two women left the bedroom silently, and, Sobrathi leading the way, they made their way silently through the deserted hallways until they reached a stairway that led to the battlements. Emelasuntha saw immediately that they were at the back of the castle.


  “This is Taranaq Mountain, isn’t it?” Emelasuntha asked, whispering.


  “Yes. Didn’t they tell you?”


  “Nothing. They told me nothing.”


  From out of the dark three men, also clad in black, appeared.


  “Your Majesty, Lady, everything all right?” one of the men asked in a barely audible voice.


  “It went exactly as I thought,” Sobrathi whispered back. “They have concentrated all their guards at the front of the castle. This side is deemed impregnable.”


  “And it is,” Emelasuntha said. “For an army. Look at how steep the mountain is and on this side the walls literally stand on the edge of a cleft. But that wouldn’t stop an experienced mountaineer like you, would it, Sobrathi? Remember when we climbed—”


  “Yes,” Sobrathi interrupted her, “but then we were twenty years younger and I was forty pounds lighter. Anyway, we’ll reminisce later. First, let’s get out of here before they notice that you’re gone. Do you think you’re still up to it? We’ll have to descend these walls by rope and then manage the cliff.”


  “Don’t worry,” Emelasuntha answered.


  When they heard steps, the little group hastily went back through the door that led to the stairways. Moments later a lonely young guard appeared, slowly walking alongside the parapets.


  “Shit, he’ll discover the rope hanging down the wall,” Sobrathi whispered.


  Emelasuntha removed the cap of her mantle and shook her long blond hair loose. Before Sobrathi could stop her, she stepped onto the wall walk. The guard, a young man of barely twenty years, startled.


  “Your Majesty, what are you doing here? I don’t think you’re supposed—”


  “Just taking in the night air, soldier.” Emelasuntha smiled.


  The soldier was young and Emelasuntha was a striking woman.


  “Come here,” she said smiling invitingly. “I want to show you something.”


  “What is it you want to show me, My Lady?” the young man asked, smiling back as he came nearer.


  “Your guts,” Emelasuntha answered, as she slit his belly open with the razor sharp dagger that appeared from under her mantle.


  The young soldier grabbed with both hands at the mass of blue-gray intestines, faintly steaming in the cold night air, that protruded from his abdomen and tried to push them back with a look of both surprise and indignation on his face. Emelasuntha turned him around and let him lean against her as she lowered him softly, carefully, to a sitting position. He turned his head and looked at her, questioning her with his eyes. He seemed to not fully understand what had just happened.


  In the end they all turn into boys, and they look for their mother. Never their father. Always their mother, she thought as she tenderly took his head in both her hands.


  “It will be all right, love,” she whispered soothingly, and she yanked his head sideways with a swift, brutal movement until she heard a sound like a breaking, dry branch.


  She lowered the body on the ground and stood up.


  “Hurry,” she said in the direction of the little door, “before he is missed and they come looking for him.”


  “The rope can only hold two safely at a time,” one of the men said. “Ladies, you go first. Baroness, you know the road. Don’t wait for us. We’ll catch up.”


  “Go, dear, go,” Sobrathi urged the queen on. “I will be right behind you.”
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  At first he had wanted to go on his own, but both Hemarchidas and Iftang Busskal had protested vehemently. Then he had proposed that he would go, accompanied by Hemarchidas, which had quieted the Cheridonian, but not the cavalry general. At long last it was decided that he would take, besides Hemarchidas, his guard with him. After Lethoras had protested that he felt left out, he and Bortram were included.


  “That’s a fucking invasion army. I don’t want to make a fuss,” Anaxantis had said. “We’ll buy some simple tunics, also for the soldiers of my guard. I don’t want to parade around with my crest in full view.”


  “But even rich merchants don’t venture out on the streets without a highly visible retinue,” Hemarchidas had said. “Look at our host. And you’re the lord governor, by the Gods.”


  “Yeah, well, I want to be able to look at the shops and walk around without everybody staring at us.”


  Since he wouldn’t budge from this last stance, Bortram and Lethoras decided to buy neutral tunics for all of them.


  Anaxantis felt all his senses attacked at once in the narrow, busy streets of the center of Dermolhea. The unfamiliar sensation of having to wrestle himself through throngs of people, the smells of fresh and dried fruits and exotic spices, the sounds of stall keepers yelling the praises of their wares, and the rumbling sound of thousands of people conversing, arguing and bidding, it all was new and extremely exciting for him. When he saw a shop that sold books and made a beeline for it, Hemarchidas knew that he had to intervene.


  “Anaxantis, no, we’ll be late,” he said, and he laughed. “We can always return after we have visited this physician Tollbir person.”


  Eventually they reached a little square that was rather quiet although not far from the commercial district. Hemarchidas looked doubtfully at a house that once must have been distinguished and imposing but now was in urgent need of repairs.


  “This should be it,“ he said hesitatingly.


  “Okay, you guys go to that tavern on the corner,” Anaxantis said, “and I’ll meet you there when I’m done here.”


  “Oh, no,” Hemarchidas replied, “they can go to the tavern. I go with you. You never know who or what lurks in houses like this.”


  “Oh, by the Gods, first Mother, then Ehandar and now you. I wish you all would stop treating me like a baby,” Anaxantis muttered, but he couldn’t suppress a smile.


  “Did you come for the doctor?” an old woman asked, when they had entered the hall.


  “Yes,” Anaxantis said, “he’s expecting us, well, me.”


  “He’s with an important patient now. When he’s finished he’ll come and get you. Meanwhile you can sit there.” She pointed at some ramshackle chairs that stood forlornly in a dark corner.


  “An important patient, an important patient,” Hemarchidas grumbled. “First he makes you come here to him. Then he makes you wait.”


  “I could as well have brought Ehandar,” Anaxantis sighed.


  About twenty minutes later a farmer with his arm in a sling came out of a door, followed by a smallish, gray haired old man.


  “You can take that off in a day or two,” he said to the farmer. “And let your arm rest. Don’t try to lift things with it or something stupid like that. Give my regards to your wife and thank her for the chickens and the vegetables.”


  The farmer mumbled something and left. The little old man peered in the direction of the dark corner and scratched his beard.


  “You next?” he asked and without waiting for an answer he walked back to the door he had come out of.


  Anaxantis and Hemarchidas followed him. The room they entered was dominated by an enormous table, with an array of strange instruments, bottles and flasks of all sizes and mountains of books and parchments. Near a window, looking out over an inner garden, stood a smaller lower table, covered with a cloth. The old man sat down in an enormous chair and motioned them to do the same on two chairs.


  “Your maid said you were treating an important patient, but we only saw a peasant with his arm in a sling leaving this room,” Hemarchidas said gruffly. “Do you really think that the lord governor is less—”


  “That man has a wife and four children,” Murno Tollbir interrupted him, “who depend upon him for their food, clothing and a roof above their heads. They think he is pretty important.”


  He blinked.


  “But—” Hemarchidas started.


  “And he pays me in fresh vegetables and chickens from his own farm,” Murno Tollbir interrupted him again. “I think he is pretty important. And who are you, by the way… no, don’t tell me…”


  He stood up and went over to the table and retrieved several parchments from one of the mountains.


  “Let me see… oh yes, the young lord governor. Well, my good sir,” he said blinking at Hemarchidas, “let’s see what could be wrong with you. People are worried about your health, this document says. Several times over, in fact. Before I stick my finger up your behind, maybe I should ask you if you really want your page to witness that?”


  He nodded in the direction of Anaxantis.


  “What?” exclaimed Hemarchidas.


  “I would think the question was simple enough.” Tollbir shrugged. “But if you don’t mind, neither do I. Otherwise,” and he turned to Anaxantis, ”go away you, there’s a good boy.”


  “He’s the lord governor, not I,” Hemarchidas said tersely.


  “In that case, you go away, there’s a good boy. You know where the door is. It’s that thing you came through a minute ago.”


  He rifled through the parchments.


  “Take your mantle, tunic and shirt off and lie down on the small table there, on your back,” he mumbled.


  “Listen old man, you can’t treat—” Hemarchidas started.


  “Why are you still here, annoying man? Didn’t I tell you to go away? Are you deaf?”


  “Oh, in the name of the Gods, Hemarchidas, please, do as he says,” Anaxantis said, “or we’ll be here forever with you two bickering.”


  “Humph,” Hemarchidas snorted. “I’ll be waiting outside then.”


  “Is he always like that? And you, come on boy, we haven’t got all day. At least I haven’t,” Murno Tollbir said, when the door had closed behind the Cheridonian.


  “Listen, doctor, I’m not a stickler for ceremony and etiquette, but I do appreciate common courtesy.”


  “Courtesy, courtesy, fiddlesticks.”


  After having removed his mantle, sword, tunic and shirt, Anaxantis lay down as instructed.


  “Hm,” said Murno Tollbir, “I have a letter here from your brother and a separate account of the state of your health through the years and particularly the last months. Probably by your mother.”


  “Let me see that,” Anaxantis said. “I doubt that it is from my mother.”


  Tollbir handed him the parchments.


  “Yes, the letter is written by our scribes. The three other parchments are in the handwriting of my brother.”


  “Your brother?” Tollbir said surprised, taking the parchments back. “Well, if your brother ever wants to change careers, he should come and talk to me. I could make a half-decent doctor out of him. Your brother is complete in his report, he has attention for detail, a good eye for what is important and it is all written down in an orderly and logical manner. Well, well, your brother, eh… So, had a good trip?”


  “Now that you mention it, the same brother wasn’t all too happy that you refused to come to Lorseth when the lord governor told you to.”


  “Fiddlesticks. Didn’t I explain in my letter? No, I probably forgot. Anyway, to get a good idea of your state of health I needed you to make some light, but unusual and sustained effort. A three-day trip on horseback fit the bill perfectly. And, how do you feel?”


  “The first day my muscles felt a little bit cramped, but now I’m all right.”


  “Not feeling abnormally tired?”


  “No, not really.”


  Murno Tollbir proceeded with prodding the prince all over his belly, laying his ear upon his patient’s abdomen and chest and tapping with his fingers upon various bones and joints. Meanwhile he kept asking all kinds of questions which Anaxantis answered as well as he could. The doctor seemed to be satisfied with what he had or hadn’t found. He scratched his beard.


  “Good,” he said. “Now, turn around, sit upon your knees, lower your pants and drawers, and lean forward upon your chest. With… eh… your behind to the window. I need the light.”


  “Are you serious?” Anaxantis asked, exasperated.


  “Quite serious,” the doctor replied. “I have to check inside to make sure there are no ulcers or other deformities and that there are no swollen glands or signs of hemorrhoids. We can skip this, of course, and you will probably be all right for the first fifteen, twenty years or so, but if anything is wrong, we can probably correct it easily now. If you wait, you’re setting yourself up for a lot of pain and no guarantee that you will ever be cured. Believe me, pain in the butt is a… well, just that. Your choice. Besides, do you really think I like sticking my finger up the asses of boys, even pretty boys like you? Now, if you were a pretty girl that would be a whole different story. But then you wouldn’t have been wearing any clothes for some time now.”


  Tollbir chuckled while he rubbed his index finger with oil. Anaxantis sighed and reluctantly did as he was asked, though his face became fiery red. The doctor kept mumbling approvingly while he introduced his finger. Then he touched a certain spot and to his utter devastation Anaxantis felt his member rise.


  “Good… good…” Tollbir mumbled, “no abnormal swelling and the reaction is as expected. Hm, while I have you in this position, let me feel… Yes, both testicles are fully dropped, and the tubes don’t seem to be entangled.” He placed his fingers behind the scrotum and rolled the balls gently, using his thumb. “No hard lumps and they feel firm. Theoretically the dynasty is safe if ever it would have to depend upon you.”


  “Are you deliberately trying to embarrass me?” Anaxantis complained.


  “What?” the doctor asked absentmindedly, while scratching his beard with the hand that he hadn’t used to examine his patient. “Well, that didn’t hurt, did it? You can pull up your pants and sit upright on the table, please.”


  He went over to a basin and washed his hands vigorously.


  “Well,” he said pensively, “just as I expected, you’re a boy—”


  “Is that your conclusion?” Anaxantis scoffed. “You’re really brilliant. I could have told you that. While keeping my pants on.”


  “Let me finish, will you. You’re a boy in perfect health and absolutely normally developed for your age. Oh, by the way, don’t overdo it.”


  “Don’t overdo what?”


  “Let yourself be entered or put things up there yourself, whichever it is you do,” Tollbir said, clearly with his thoughts elsewhere.


  Anaxantis again became fiery red in the face.


  “Why would you think—”


  “Oh, dear boy,“ the doctor interrupted, “if you don’t want your physician to know such things, then you should groan a little or at least show some signs of discomfort when he sticks his finger up your butt.”


  “I’ll remember the next time,” Anaxantis grumbled.


  “But, that’s not important,” Tollbir mused. “Your brother wrote that your mother arranged Zyntrean doctors for you. They’re quite capable in Zyntrea, in fact the school at Torantall is famous. So, the question is, why would they think it necessary to put you on medicines? Your brother also writes that your medicines were lost shortly after your arrival here. That is — what? — somewhat more than half a year ago, and yet, you’re in better shape now than then. Very strange, don’t you think?”


  “What are you implying? That I was poisoned?”


  “Poisoned is a strong word. You’ve taken those herbs and pills for years, and you’re obviously not dead. Right after you stopped taking them, how did you react?”


  “At first I became very sick. My throat started hurting and then the pain changed places as it were, to one of my ears. A few days later I started heaving up. Really bad-tasting stuff. I never have tasted anything like it before. It looked a bit like sticky, slimy threads.”


  “Yes, I see. That was your body evacuating long-term waste products. Your stool, how was your stool?”


  “You really have a knack for abashing people, haven’t you?”


  “Oh, fiddlesticks. Don’t be such a baby. Your stool?”


  “Watery the first days. Then hard, eh, difficult and painful to pass. It returned to normal after about ten days.”


  “The hard parts were waste that had been in your body for far too long and had petrified. Good riddance. Could have caused a lot of problems later on. Diet?”


  “For months mostly gruel and bread. Some butter, vegetables and once and again a little meat. Strangely enough, I don’t seem to tolerate food in great quantities or when it is too rich anymore.”


  “That’s perfectly all right. Most people dig their graves with their own teeth as it is. So, for months you lived mainly on grains. A sober diet, let’s say. That’s probably what gave your body the opportunity to cleanse and heal itself. Remarkable. Open your eyes wide, please.”


  With his fingers he held Anaxantis’s eyelids spread apart.


  “Look up at the ceiling. Yes, like that. Now try to look at your belly. Okay. Open your mouth.”


  “So?” Anaxantis asked when the doctor had finished.


  “Well, you’re boringly healthy as far as I can tell. The question remains, however. Why did they give you herbal concoctions when it is clear they did you more harm than good? You wouldn’t happen to have a sample of those medicines for me to examine?”


  “No, I’m afraid everything was lost.”


  “A shame. Knowing what was in them could have told us a lot. Ah, yes, the sweets your mother sent you were lost at the same time, your brother writes. Good. Don’t eat sweets. They’re poison. The body isn’t made for them. And don’t drink milk. Not too much and not too often at any rate.”


  “I usually don’t. Eat sweets or drink milk, that is. But is it really bad for you? That’s the first time—”


  “Are you a calf?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “The question is simple enough, I would have thought. Why does everybody insist that I ask them things twice? Are you a calf?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Then don’t drink milk. Milk is for calves. It is designed to make a beast the size of a very large dog into something enormous within the year. You’re far from enormous. And it took you several years to reach even this stage. Don’t drink milk. Oh, some milk in prepared dishes is quite all right. Easy with cheese though. Too salty.”


  “Any other advice?” Anaxantis asked with sarcasm bleeding through in his voice.


  “Yes. Never lie to me. I will misdiagnose you, and that could be dangerous for you. More importantly, you would be wasting my time. As for the rest, keep doing what you are doing. Enjoy your food, but eat sparingly. Indulge yourself from time to time if you must. If what your brother writes is true, you’re getting plenty of exercise in the open air, which is excellent. Oh, yes, if you have to fart, fart. Don’t keep it in. Very bad for you.”


  “You really don’t mince your words, do you?” Anaxantis said, becoming red for the umpteenth time. “Lucky for me, I’m not gassy.”


  “Fiddlesticks. You’re a boy. You’re in your teens. You’re gassy.”


  “Hm. But basically I’m all right?”


  “You’re in perfect health. You could live to be a hundred.”
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  “I‘m in perfect health. I could live to be a hundred.”


  “According to that insolent quack,” Hemarchidas sneered. “Has he at least examined you thoroughly?”


  “Oh, yes, I dare say he did,” Anaxantis replied. “Believe me, he was thorough enough. He wouldn’t let me pay him, you know? He said he had stopped asking money from his patients almost fifteen years ago, on account of that he had enough of the stuff, and that it permitted him to choose who he wanted to treat. But he seems to accept presents. He did from that farmer, anyway.”


  At the first shop that sold them, Anaxantis bought fifty live chickens, to be delivered immediately to the good doctor. He sent two of his personal guards with the shop owner’s sons, to help and keep an eye on things.


  “Just drop them in the hall and be sure to tell him that they’re a gift from Anaxantis,” he instructed his men.


  “Fifty chickens?” Hemarchidas shouted. “How much did you pay for them?”


  “Two moltar, I believe,” Anaxantis replied.


  “Two moltar? You little fool. You’ve been robbed blind. Do you even know the value of anything?” Hemarchidas said, vexed.


  “I think I know your value.” Anaxantis laughed. “At the moment you’re priceless. Come, there was a bookshop somewhere here.”


  Later, when Anaxantis’s guards told their colleagues, Ehandar’s guards, about their trip to Dermolhea, at first they met with total disbelief and then with envy, when they recounted excitedly how they had visited a tavern in broad daylight in company of the young lord governor and his friends, how they had delivered fifty chickens to the residence of an old physician and let them loose in his hall, schlepped more than thirty heavy books from Dermolhea to Lorseth and on their last evening in the city were given permission to visit the local taverns and had received a nice sum of spending money.


  Serving Anaxantis seemed a lot more fun than serving their own master, Ehandar’s guards concluded downcast.
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  “The difference is,” Sobrathi said, “that the Sisterhood immediately began systematically searching all the eastern provinces and that we sat down to think first. Since he surrounded your arrest with such secrecy, it followed automatically that Tenaxos wouldn’t keep you in a place where you would be drawing attention. That eliminated all castles near cities and those with much comings and goings. He wanted you not only secured, but also as inconspicuous as possible. Even so, it took us a while before we began to suspect that you were kept on Taranaq Mountain. But the more I thought about it, the more I became certain. All the while I had to make sure not to blow my cover, or arouse the suspicion of the Sisterhood. That’s why I informed them first when you were arrested.”


  The two women sat together where they couldn’t be seen from the road. The men kept an eye out for pursuers, although by now they had left the Ximerionian border several miles behind them. This gave the queen and the baroness some privacy.


  “Where are we going?” Emelasuntha asked. “I hope not to Zyntrea.”


  “No, of course not, dear. Although Kurtigaill wouldn’t have minded, even if it would have meant trouble with Tenaxos. But I doubt he can assess all the consequences. He occupies himself more with his garden and his boy-toys than with the actual government of his kingdom.”


  Emelasuntha sighed. She knew her brother.


  “What is it this year?” she asked smiling. “A new rose variety?”


  “Strangely enough, no. This year he has planted leeks. Don’t ask me why. Believe me, as far as he is concerned the day that he can abdicate can’t come soon enough. At least in that aspect our plans are still intact.”


  “He’ll have to hold on to the throne a little while longer,” Emelasuntha mused. “There is still so much to be done. And I am in a worse position now to control events. First the Devil’s Crown, then the throne of the House of Mekthona. No, I can’t let him adopt Anaxantis just yet.”


  “To answer your earlier question, we are going to Soranza,” Sobrathi continued. “We have bought a vineyard in your name.”


  “A vineyard?”


  “Yes, it’s ideal. The grounds are very large and there are extensive buildings that can be used for housing task forces of the Tribe. In the center is a hill with a splendid villa, a little palace really. The whole complex is easy to defend, although it is doubtful that Tenaxos would dare violate the neutrality of Soranza. Particularly now, with all the troubles on both his southern and northern borders. The Sisterhood, now they wouldn’t hesitate a moment of course. Only, I don’t see them operating in force on the territory of Soranza. They haven’t even got a local chapter there. The Senate has always vigorously denied them a foothold. Very wise of them.”


  “You seem to have thought of everything, dear.”


  “That is not all. We are practically equidistant from Zyntrea, Ormidon and the Ximerionian Northern Marches. It’s perfect as a base of operations. But I see that you are dying to ask me about what interests you most,” Sobrathi smiled.


  “Oh, come on, you tease.”


  “All right. This is what we know. A few days after the Army of the North arrived at Lorseth, Anaxantis fell ill apparently. Or, in any case, that’s what Ehandar told everybody. Nothing serious, he said, his brother was just in need of some rest. To be honest, we panicked. We had no means of contacting you and we didn’t know what to do. In fact, we feared that Ehandar would slowly poison him and only let a physician near him when it would be too late. For three months he didn’t leave the apartments of the lord governors. The rumor ran that Ehandar kept him captive. But then he reappeared, healthier than he had been in years, albeit pale at first.”


  “So, after all these years the medicines have kicked in.”


  “That was another problem. I knew he would be running out of them by now. So I went to see Birnac Maelar to arrange for a new batch for him. He refused me, saying that he had to have your permission. He said that the medicines were never delivered directly to the prince, but to you. I explained the situation to him and even tried to offer him more money, but to no avail.”


  “Yes, that’s correct. I thought it wise at the time to keep some measure of control, and I taught Anaxantis not to accept anything unless it had gone through my hands. Food, sweets and certainly his medicines. I always tested them for poison. I made one of the servants drink of the herbal tea and swallow a few of the pills. With the exception of one or two times that one of them complained of being tired the next day they seemed healthy enough. And even on those few occasions the feeling of tiredness was gone after a day or so. There were never any long-term effects. A good thing that I made you take my jewelry. My private seal is among them. The moment we arrive, I will send a letter to Maelar for a new batch. Damn. It will take weeks before they are ready and delivered to our new place. Then we still have to send them to him. I hope that meanwhile he doesn’t relapse.”
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  Ehandar looked from the window down on the courtyard where Anaxantis dismounted. His first instinct was to run down the stairs and inquire what the doctor had concluded. With some difficulty he decided that he could wait another few minutes until his brother came up to their room. He saw the guards and a few cavaliers haul what seemed to be half a library to the tower.


  “Just lay them on that table there in this room. The servants will bring them to my quarters tomorrow,” he heard Anaxantis’s voice on the stairway.


  Finally, he heard his brother mount the stairs, and he quickly sat down in the big arm chair by the hearth, where a low fire was burning. The door opened. And suddenly he felt Anaxantis slide in beside him. The chair was big, but not big enough to seat both of them comfortably, and Anaxantis sat halfway upon his lap, mantle, sword and all, and put his arms around him.


  “Oh, how I’ve missed you, I missed you so much.”


  But I missed you more, Ehandar thought. You’ll never know just how much. The moment you were gone all dark thoughts, the despair and the loneliness returned in force. The longing was almost too much to bear. And the doubts, especially the doubts.


  For a while it rained kisses all over his face, and then Anaxantis sighed contentedly.


  “It’s good to be back,” he said. “It really is. I didn’t know I would miss you this much.”


  “How was your trip?” Ehandar asked, smiling happily, all his worries and misgivings gone. “Wasn’t it too exhausting? What did the doctor say? Did you have fun?”


  “It was fabulous,” Anaxantis grinned and clambered down to take off his mantle, sword and tunic.


  He told Ehandar all about what he had seen on the road. He told him about the city of Dermolhea, its streets, its buildings, its shops and the strange Doctor Tollbir. Ehandar had visited Dermolhea himself, and yet all Anaxantis told him seemed new to him.


  “What did that old stubborn fool of a physician say?”


  “Oh, I’m as healthy as can be. By the way, he showed me that report you made for him.”


  Ehandar blushed.


  “I thought, since he refused to come here, that he should at least know as many details as possible.”


  “He was full of praise for you. Said you would make a good doctor yourself. He also said that never before he had seen such a complete and useful description of someone’s state of health.”


  Anaxantis returned to sit with Ehandar in the big arm chair and handed him an object wrapped in cloth.


  “That was sweet of you, taking so much trouble. Here, I got you something from the shops in Dermolhea.”


  After he had removed the cloth, Ehandar held a dagger with a silver hilt.


  “It’s not ostentatious,” Anaxantis explained, almost apologetically. “No gaudy jewels or such, but look at the workmanship. It’s exquisite in its soberness, don’t you think?”


  “It’s magnificent,” Ehandar said, touched. “The balance is excellent too. But you really shouldn’t have.”


  “I’m glad you like it,” Anaxantis replied. “Now hold me… I’m exhausted,” he added smiling.


  Ehandar did just that. While Anaxantis lay his head against his breast and he held him with his left arm, he tilted the dagger in the light. It was only after a while he noticed that there was a delicate engraving on the blade. “Redina Mo Sevrai,” it read. Ehandar mustered all he could remember of the long, boring lessons in Ancient Baltoc. Many of his teachers had thought that he had no natural ability for learning. In fact he had retained quite a bit of his lessons in the classic language.

It took him a while but then it came to him.


  Redina Mo Sevrai. Medicine For The Heart.
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  Chapter 8


  Hope in Times of Trouble
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  The young soldier sat alone at a table in the tavern. He filled his cup with wine from the jug he had ordered and reflected sullenly on his future, which at the moment didn’t look all too bright. The previous night they had found the eviscerated body of his friend on the wall walk and discovered that their one and only prisoner was gone. The captain had immediately ordered a search of the castle, and, when after a few hours it became clear that the queen was no longer their guest, he had sent soldiers in pursuit in all directions. Of course they didn’t find her, so the captain had to report her escape to the king. Three courier pigeons, all with the same message, had been let loose, with the fort of Nira as destination. Chances were all soldiers would be severely punished. Understandably. More than fifty of them to guard one woman and they managed to let her slip away. No, the future didn’t bode well at all.


  A beautiful young girl caught his eye. She was smiling at him, and he motioned her to sit with him at his table. He ordered another jug of wine and an extra cup. She seemed to like him and didn’t mind that he took some liberties. Just when he was thinking feverishly where he could take her, she proposed that they go to a place she knew where they wouldn’t be disturbed. He gladly followed her into the night.


  When he regained consciousness he had a splitting headache and he discovered that he was naked, somewhere in the woods, and couldn’t move. He was spread-eagled between four trees, his ankles and wrists each bound to a separate tree. To his embarrassment the lovely girl looked down upon him, still smiling. Beside her stood another girl, slightly older, about his age, with short hair. It was obvious that she was in charge.


  “Soldier,” Martillia said, “there is but one way you are going to live and that is to answer my questions promptly, completely and truthfully.”


  She crouched down between his legs and let the point of her dagger rest in his bush. The panicking young man tugged desperately, but in vain, at the ropes.


  “There have been much comings and goings today from and to the castle on Taranaq Mountain. Is Queen Emelasuntha there?”


  The soldier didn’t respond immediately and Martillia grabbed the base of his shaft with her left hand and held her dagger underneath, threatening to cut off his manhood.


  “Yes, yes,” he yelled, terrified, “but she has escaped.”


  Martillia loosened her grip and removed the dagger.


  “See,” she said, “that wasn’t difficult, was it? Now, tell me everything.”


  The young soldier spilled all he knew in hurried, earnest-sounding sentences. When he had finished Martillia asked him some more questions that he also answered as quickly as he could. Then she looked at the young girl.


  “How old are you, Dirina?”


  “Fifteen.”


  “And you’re a disciple of the seventh outer circle?”


  “Yes, Lady.”


  “Good,” Martillia said, handing her the dagger. “Kill him.”


  The girl knelt down on the soldier’s chest, ignoring his desperate whimpering and pleas for mercy.


  “Don’t be afraid,” the young girl whispered. “I send you to the Great Mother.”


  With one swift movement she slit his throat. She handed the weapon back.


  “Quick, we have to leave,” Martillia said, wiping her dagger on the dry leaves on the ground. “By the way, you are now a disciple of the first inner circle.”


  Dirina looked at Martillia with eyes running over with gratitude and adoration.
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  “So you have no idea where your mother could be?” Hemarchidas asked.


  “Not in the least,” Anaxantis answered. “All I know is what Ehandar told me. She was moved to a secret and secure place for her own safety. Or so the official explanation goes. Since his friends were discovered spying on Portonas and had to flee the Army of the South, Ehandar has no information anymore on what is happening there, let alone on what's happening in Fort Nira where Father has made his headquarters. He still has some informers in Ormidon, but nobody dependable to control them. So, by now they could all have been turned and it is difficult to estimate whether they are an asset or a liability. And of course it is downright impossible to know if the information they’re giving is correct, which renders it as good as useless.”


  They were sitting under a tree while watching how Lethoras taught Bortram some intricate sword moves. It wasn’t going well. Bortram repeatedly dropped his weapon and cursed loudly.


  “What confuses me,” Anaxantis continued, “is the whole medicine business. Didn’t Mother know that they were making me sick? Sometimes, I wonder. Maybe she did know and she just wanted me to stay weak and helpless to keep me near her.”


  Poor guy, Hemarchidas thought, what a perfectly horrid family. His father sends him into danger without adequate protection and there’s a good chance his mother deliberately poisoned him to keep him dependent upon her. His brothers, with the exception of Ehandar maybe, would kill him without a second thought if they suspected he stood between them and the Devil’s Crown. And I, with my stupid pride, could only think of how he had slighted me by not trusting me completely from the first minute he had laid eyes upon me. He should have been mad at me and not the other way around. Oh, well, just look how he has blossomed these last weeks. He’s got some color now, and he is getting stronger by the day. And he laughs more often. By the Gods, what a beautiful laugh he has… Stop dreaming, Hemarchidas, stop dreaming.


  Lethoras and Bortram had stopped practicing.


  “You guys up for a bite to eat?” Bortram shouted.


  After a double ‘yes,’ he and Lethoras went over to Anaxantis’s horse and got the food and utensils out of the saddlebag.


  “So, I have given it some thought. I think the first one we must ask is Marak Theroghall. He’s a young archer with the Dermolhea Militia,” Lethoras said, while they were eating,


  “The Dermolhea Drunkards?” Bortram asked.


  “Yes, but he is one of the few, one of the very few Dermolheans who takes this militia thing seriously. You should hear him fume about his fellow citizens. He’s a keen shot. Overall a nice guy, but he has a bit of a temper and he stands upon his dignity. Not that he is nobility, in fact he hates them. He’s the son of a rich merchant.”


  “Ask him to come along,” Anaxantis said, while sparsely nibbling on a piece of black bread. “I’d like to meet him.”
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  As of late Ehandar found it difficult to concentrate on the business at hand. He tried to get all the requests, reports, arbitrations and several messages that required an answer out of the way by midday. Anaxantis had offered a few times to help him, to share the workload, but he had always declined. His younger brother tagged along to glance through the parchments though, but was happy to leave the actual handling to Ehandar. Anaxantis preferred rummaging through the dusty archives. The day to day business that Ehandar took care of was mostly boring stuff, like the parchment he was holding now. A report from the Royal Farms of the Northern Marches. The Royal Farms were managed by officials, while the work was done by criminals and other undesirables, who worked the land in chain gangs. The produce and meat fed the garrison at Lorseth. The surplus was sold. Of course, now, with the Army of the North to feed, the Royal Farms yielded not nearly enough and a lot had to be bought. Ehandar looked at the numbers of the harvest and compared them with what had been delivered at Lorseth. As far as he could tell all seemed to be in order. Not that he cared that much. His attention wandered constantly.


  I’m not cut out for this. How am I supposed to assess if these numbers are correct? They barely mean anything to me. I bet Father has to deal with ten or even hundred times as many of these reports. How does he do it? How does he cope with the constant worrying, the never relenting pressure? And above all, how does he hold on to the crown? I’m certainly not cut out for that I wonder what I am doing here. If it were a simple matter of fighting, that would be another matter. Give me an army and fair odds, and I’ll do my part. But I can’t do what grandfather did. Totally crush an enemy three times as strong. I doubt Portonas could, or Tenaxos. Well, Tenaxos maybe. And Anaxantis. I wouldn’t be surprised. There is a core, harder than steel in him that few suspect under that handsome, boyish exterior. A tenacity, a stubbornness… You can throw him down, but he will always stand up. You can defeat him and he will learn from it and come back at you. It’s frightening really.


  His mind wandered off to lush, sun-drenched fields and long rides on horseback through the countryside of Soranza and the both of them eating beside the road.


  We could go to the theatrical festival of Soranza and, who knows, make some mutual friends.


  He frowned.


  Am I jealous of his friends? No. Not really. Though I wish we could have made them together. So, yes. Maybe. And yet, he gives me more than he gives them. But whatever the case may be, I cannot, I will not try to come between them. I will only accept what he gives of his own free will and I, for my part, will give him everything he wants. I can’t do anything else. Not anymore. I couldn’t bear going back to the days of feeling lonely surrounded by people. The days of gnawing uncertainty. Of fear. Of emptiness. For better or for worse I’m bound to him.
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  “Anaxantis, this is Marak Theroghall, master archer and scion of one of Dermolhea’s most prominent families,” Lethoras said.


  Anaxantis looked inquisitively at the lanky, dark-haired young man with the dour expression. He wore the rather ornate uniform of the Dermolhea Militia. It must have been made by an excellent tailor of cloth of the highest quality, fitting perfectly and spotless. The Theroghalls must be quite rich.


  “Pleased to meet you, Master Theroghall,” Anaxantis greeted him cordially.


  “Your Lordship,” was the curt, formal response.


  “Come, walk with me. I’d like to ask you some questions, if you don’t mind.”


  “Certainly, if I can be of service…”


  Anaxantis began walking into the forest with an uneasy Marak beside him.


  At least he doesn’t make it too obvious that he looks down upon me, like most nobles do. That can only mean one thing. He needs something, and he thinks I can provide it. Lethoras called him by his given name, and he seemed used to it. Isn’t he a prince of the royal blood? Very strange behavior. Better be careful, Marak. It is the seemingly innocent ones that are the most dangerous.


  After a few minutes Anaxantis broke the silence.


  “Lethoras tells me you are not too happy with your colleagues of the Dermolhea Militia.”


  “That’s putting it mildly, My Lord. The Dermolhea Militia is a shambles. It’s a disgrace really. To think that once the Dermolhea Militia could defend the city against any enemy. Of course that was ages ago, before we became part of the kingdom of Ximerion. But even so, look at us now. Barely two hundred men strong and maybe ten out of that number are a decent shot.”


  “But you’re one of those ten?”


  “I like to think so, My Lord.”


  “Do the Theroghalls belong to the so-called Forty Founder Families?”


  Marak stopped in his tracks. Anaxantis looked up at him with an amused expression.


  “Surprised I know about them? Don’t be. I visited the city last week and I bought some books, among which two histories of Dermolhea. Very instructive. I’ve only glanced through them, but I read enough to know that your fair city has a long and proud history as a bastion against the oppressive nobles of Amiratha. They never could take the city.”


  “Not for lack of trying, though. The Forty could withstand anything they threw against us. That’s what makes it all the more exasperating. It makes me so furious to think that this sad collection of incompetent drunkards is all that remains from a proud tradition. I’m sorry, My Lord, I tend to get carried away.”


  “No, not at all, Master Theroghall, please, continue.”


  “To answer your question, yes, my family is one of the Forty.”


  “You probably can trace your lineage back further than most Amirathan petty nobles, and you’re richer to boot. Yet, they look down on you. They would never let you marry one of their daughters, would they?”


  “No, My Lord, they most certainly wouldn’t.” Marak looked with surprise at Anaxantis. “Not that I would wish to,” he added, disgruntled.


  “Yes. No wonder you hate nobles. We’re not all the same though, you know?”


  Am I that transparent? He has apparently gone to the trouble of actually looking up some facts about Dermolhea, and he is far less obnoxious than most nobles. No wonder Lethoras smiled when he answered that I would just have to find out for myself when I asked him what kind of person the young lord governor was.


  They had arrived at a little river that marked the border of the forest. Anaxantis sat down on a rock at the bank of the stream and motioned Marak to do likewise.


  “Maybe you could help me understand something that’s been puzzling me for a while now. Twelve years ago the Mukthars came at us with eight thousand men. The army came too late to prevent the sack of Dermolhea. More than fifteen thousand of your fellow citizens’ lives were lost.” He looked up at Marak and continued almost whispering. “The Forty had left Dermolhea a few days earlier.”


  “How did you know that?”


  “I didn’t. Not for certain, that is. But now I do. I suspected it from some old reports I found in the archives of the castle.”


  Marak had become red and shifted uneasily.


  “That as well is an embarrassment and a disgrace. And it wasn’t the first time it happened either. The Forty have, let’s say, their contacts on the Renuvian Plains. So we knew the Mukthars were coming, more than a week beforehand. Nothing was prepared. Father, who, then as now, sat on the City Council, saw to it that Lorseth Castle was duly informed. The army should have been there in time. Some of the Forty didn’t wait and fled to their country estates. When the army didn’t turn up and the Mukthars were only a day’s march away, Father took our family and followed in their footsteps. What else could he do? Of course, by then the information had leaked out. Some of the citizens fled as well, but most took their chances and stayed, hoping that the army would yet come to their rescue. It must have been complete chaos. Nobody knew what to do and the city government was in total disarray. The Militia disintegrated as it was mostly composed of sons of the richer families. They left the city together. The common people were abandoned by their leaders and by the army that should have defended them. They were left to fend for themselves. Dermolhea, the city that once was impregnable, fell in less than a day.”


  Marak bowed his head under the stare of the gray-blue eyes.


  “It wasn’t your fault,” Anaxantis said softly. “You were — what? — six at the time?”


  “No, it wasn’t my fault, but still…” Marak looked up at Anaxantis. “But let’s not forget, Your Lordship, that the Ximerionian army was at least as guilty as the leadership of the city.”


  “Don’t look at me, I’m even younger than you.” Anaxantis smiled. “It almost seems as if there was a conspiracy going on at the time,“ he added, the smile vanishing from his lips. “Both the army and the city government giving up like that. The Mukthars were given free rein. I promise you, this time the Ximerionian army will do its duty. I swear it, Master Theroghall, I will do everything in my power to prevent this from happening again.”


  Strangely enough, I believe him, Marak thought. At least, I believe he believes it himself. Whether he can deliver on his promise is another matter.


  “The problem is,” Anaxantis continued, “that the Ximerionian army alone will not suffice to stop the Mukthars. We have three regiments of twelve hundred men and a cavalry unit of two hundred and fifty. The auxiliary troops amount to some eleven hundred men. The units are widely diverging in quality. From the excellent Cheridoni cavalry to, I’m sorry to say, the Dermolhea militia. Even so, all that amounts to a grand total of just shy of five thousand against their presumed eight thousand. Unbloodied troops against what are in all probability seasoned warriors. I could use some help, Master Theroghall.”


  Did he just ask for my help? Father will never believe me. A prince of the realm asking me, me, for help? It’s literally unheard of. The most minor noble, barely a peasant with a sword, a barn with a moat, and a title, wouldn’t lower himself to this.


  Marak Theroghall looked at Anaxantis as if to measure him. The gray-blue eyes looked back at him impassively, patiently waiting for a reaction.


  “If you think I could be of any use,” he finally said, “I will gladly render whatever service I can, My Lord. What exactly is it you need?”


  “I hope to reorganize the auxiliary troops, that is, those who can be improved at all, and I want a sizable company of competent archers. You will have to work with what is at hand, I’m afraid. Second, I hope to recruit additional forces who undoubtedly will need training. Third, I hope to form an elite group, under my command, that can serve as storm troops. I want to be able to force the situation on the battlefield personally whenever and wherever the enemy gives us an opening. Fourth, through circumstances beyond my control, I haven’t been able to train myself in the use of arms as I would have liked to. I could use someone to teach me how to handle a bow and arrow.”


  Anaxantis smiled, almost shyly.


  Is he serious? Since when are princes of the royal blood prepared to risk themselves in battle instead of giving orders from behind the lines? And look at him. With his pretty face and long blond hair he looks for all the world like the favorite of some effeminate lord. Is he our hope in times of trouble?


  “Very well, My Lord, whatever service I can render, I’m your man. The Dermolhea Militia will hardly miss me, I suppose. If I can in any way help blot out the memory of the scandalous behavior of the Dermolhean leadership, I suppose I should be grateful for the opportunity.”


  “Thank you, Master Theroghall. I can use all the help I can get, but most of all, I could use another friend.”


  He clearly wants to flatter me for some reason. Obviously, it’s just something nice to say. Even so. No Highlander noble would ever think of saying something remotely similar to a Dermolhean.


  “I’m honored, My Lord.”


  “The honor is mine. And my friends call me Anaxantis, Marak.”
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  When he returned to the castle, the guards at the gates informed him that Ehandar was waiting for him in the war room.


  “Ha, there you are,” his older brother said. “Something strange has happened. Your mother sent you a new batch of medicines and sweets.”


  “Mother? But I thought she was under arrest.”


  “Apparently not anymore. She even sent a woman to prepare the tea for you, and, if you ask me, to make certain that you take your medicines regularly.”


  Anaxantis frowned.


  “Isn’t it remarkable?” Ehandar continued. “The doctor gave you a clear bill of health, and, lo and behold, barely ten days later your mother sends you medicines. It stinks to high heaven.”


  “Where is that woman? I’d like to ask her some questions.”


  “I thought so. I had her and the medicines secured in the guardhouse. Under the supervision of your personal guard, which, I might add, you once again left here. Anaxantis, would it kill you to take them with you? Let me answer that. No, it wouldn’t. Quite the opposite in fact.”


  “I know, I know,” Anaxantis said with a disarming smile. “Let’s first go and see what we can find out from her.”


  The woman sat on a bench in the guard house. She was thickset, with a homely, friendly face. She was the perfect embodiment of a nanny. In the middle of the room stood a big wooden crate. At the door two guards with the dragon crest kept watch. When Anaxantis and Ehandar entered the room the woman rose and bowed.


  “You were sent by the queen?” Anaxantis asked.


  “Not by Her Majesty in person, My Lord,” the woman answered. “I was sent by Birnac Maelar, the doctor who prepares your medicines. But he acted under instructions from the queen. She even gave him a letter for you. It is in the crate.”


  A sickening, sweet smell pervaded the room immediately as Anaxantis ordered one of the guards to open the crate. It was filled with little sacks with herbs and pills and small boxes with sweets. On top lay a sealed parchment. Anaxantis took it and looked at the wax seal before he broke it.


  “Hm. That seems to be Mother’s seal, all right. And this appears to be her handwriting.”


  While he read the letter it all came back to him, and after all these years he understood.


  From the time when he barely could read, Emelasuntha had played a little game with him. She used to give him about ten little pieces of parchment.


  “I have hidden three cookies for you, my darling. Where they are is written down on the parchments. But only one of them is really from Mummy. When Mummy writes to her little Anaxantis she mentions his name twice. She also will write something about the weather, and under one of the letters a in your name will be a little smudge, a barely visible dot. All three signs must be there, or the message is not from mummy. If you pick the wrong message, there will be no cookies and you get only one chance.”


  He had read all the parchments and had soon found the right one.


  From Mummy to her little sunshine Anaxantis. Three cookies lie under Anaxantis’s pillow on his bed.


  His name had been mentioned twice, and under the second letter a from the first instance had been a little dot. The note mentioned sunshine. Squealing he had run to his bedroom and looked under the pillow. Happily munching he had come back to Emelasuntha, who smiled contentedly. She had made him promise, repeatedly, to never, ever share their little secret with anybody. They had played the game numerous times. When he got older they played it only once every few months, but the prizes were bigger. An expensive book. A nice scarf. The last time they had played it was on his sixteenth birthday when she had hidden his present.


  He remembered being annoyed at the time.


  “Take that woman and lock her up in the dungeons. She’s an impostor,” he said, turning to his guards.


  “What?” Ehandar cried out. “How can you tell?”


  “I’ll explain immediately, when we’re alone. First I want to see that woman behind bars and I want her guarded by two men at all times.”


  “But, My Lord,” the woman wailed, “I assure you I was sent by the great Doctor Maelar.”


  “Maybe and maybe not,” Ehandar barked at her. “We will know soon enough.”


  He turned to the guards.


  “Tell the executioner to show her the instruments of, ah, persuasion, so that she knows what awaits her if she proves to be unforthcoming, and let her sleep a night on it. Tomorrow I will interrogate her myself. Send your four colleagues in.”


  When the two guards had marched the woman, who was still protesting her innocence, out of the room, Anaxantis explained.


  “Mother taught me to watch for certain signs in her letters. None, not one of the signs is present in this one. That can only mean one thing. It’s a forgery. It follows that those so-called medicines were not ordered by Mother. The question is, who sent them to me? And why? The letter said that the woman was indeed, like you guessed, to prepare the tea and make sure I drank it regularly. Someone seems to be desperate to see me sick again.”


  Four guards entered the little room.


  “Take that crate and throw it into the sea with all it contains,” Anaxantis ordered. “Be careful, it is poison. Don’t try out the sweets. They may be poisoned too.”


  With a deep furrow on his brow he left the room. Ehandar took a little sack with pills, one with herbs and a box with sweets out of the crate.


  “You heard your master,” he said to the guards. “Replace the lid and into the sea with it. And for your own sakes, don’t touch the contents.”


  When Ehandar came into their room, Anaxantis sat in the big chair by the fireplace, lost in thought.


  What a remarkable woman she is, Mother. Even then she must have foreseen that the time would come that a secret system to authenticate letters could become useful. She didn’t send the medicines. That also means that it is anybody’s guess whether she is free, or still a prisoner. Damn it. To what end would somebody want to incapacitate but not kill me? Surely, I’m not that important.


  Ehandar had taken off his mantle and tunic and gently nudged his brother to make room in the chair for him. Without looking at him Anaxantis obliged.


  “Don’t worry,” Ehandar said softly while putting an arm around him. “At least now we know for certain that somebody tried to intentionally harm you and that this someone is not your mother. That’s something, isn’t it?”


  “I suppose so. I’ve taken these damn things since I was twelve. I could have had a normal youth, you know? I could have trained in arms. I wouldn’t have been such a burden to you.”


  “Shht, it was not your fault and I wasn’t much help. You don’t know how many times I’ve wished that I could—”


  Anaxantis laid a finger upon his brother’s lips.


  “Anyway,” Ehandar continued, the finger still on his mouth, “tomorrow I will personally interrogate that hag, and I promise you, one way or another we will find out who did this to you. You’re not alone in this. Not anymore. You have me to protect you now.”


  He kissed the finger lightly.


  “I love you,” he whispered.


  Anaxantis sighed and laid his head against Ehandar’s shoulder.


  The next morning, when the dungeon guard went to check on her, he found the woman who had brought the medicines dead in her cell, her face a blackish blue color. The hastily summoned army physician could do nothing more than confirm that death was caused by poisoning.


  The soldiers searched the cell and in the straw on the floor they found a small vial.


  Ehandar was furious, but ultimately powerless.


  The woman had escaped him, and with her death the only opportunity to find out who had sent her had gone up in smoke.
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  Chapter 9


  The Road to Soranza
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  Renda had been a cook for five years in Lorseth Castle. She was an outgoing woman in her mid-thirties, beloved by her colleagues for her sunny, yet quiet disposition. Since the Army of the North had arrived the kitchen had become much busier since they now had to prepare the food for the two lord governors and the higher officers. The kitchen staff had been increased in the prospect that the two princes were likely to organize large dinners and grand banquets. Until now they had not done so, let alone on a lavish scale, and their own needs were modest. The chief cook had ordered that every day about double the amount of food was to be prepared than what was expected to be needed, just in case guests of the lord governors should arrive unexpectedly. Since that also didn’t happen very often, most days lots of food was left over. The kitchen staff ate very well at Lorseth Castle. But even so not everything got eaten.


  Renda hated throwing away perfectly good food and she had taken to bringing what was left over to the dungeon guards. They thought she was a gift sent from heaven and made it a point to always offer her a beaker of wine, which Renda gladly accepted. Soon the guards anticipated her daily visits eagerly, not only for the delicious leftovers she brought, but also for the cheerful company that broke the monotony of their long, boring days. Renda often excused herself for being such a babbler and blabbermouth, but the guards didn’t mind. Her stories were always exciting and a great diversion from their daily drudgery. Renda also made a point of asking how their day had been, which offered a welcome occasion to complain about everything, from the low pay to the dampness of the dungeon and everything else they could think of really.


  This day they had an exciting story of their own to tell, and tell it they did. They even reported what their colleagues of the personal guard of the lord governors had told them. Renda ooh’d and ah’d in all the right places and went away duly impressed, right to the chief cook. She asked him for three days off since her sister was sick. As she almost never took days off, and she was a good worker who never complained, her boss gladly granted her permission. If it took four or five days, that was all right by him too.


  Renda’s sister lived in a village called Drogogha, fifteen miles from Lorseth. Being one of those people that are instantly perceived as likable, she had no trouble finding merchants and farmers to offer her rides. She had started out in the morning and arrived at her sisters’ in the late afternoon.


  Ten minutes after Renda had arrived, her sister’s twelve-year-old daughter, Sirona, left the house and walked to the junction with the highway. There was an old stone statue of Viandanon, a minor God who guarded crossroads. Sirona tore a branch off a sapling and fixed it with a piece of string to the statue, as if making an offering. She returned regularly to check whether the branch was still there.


  The next evening, near midnight, a man knocked softly at the door. He was quickly let in, and half an hour later left again, unseen. He walked surreptitiously to the nearby woods where a companion awaited him. After a short exchange, both men mounted their horses and began the long ride to Soranza.
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  Anaxantis frowned as he rifled through another box of parchments. It was utterly disheartening. He could reconstruct what the then lord governor, the count of Whingomar, had eaten for dinner on a given day twelve years ago, but the archives remained mute as to the movements of the army in the crucial days before the attack of Mukthars. According to Marak, his father had sent word of the imminent attack, yet Anaxantis could not find any trace of such a notification. It was as if someone had taken great care to remove all documents that could give an indication as to when the warning was received. There was also nothing to be found about the subsequent army movements.


  Finally after hours, he unearthed a note of the Master of Supplies and Provisions instructing some underling to lower the orders for food since the army would be leaving Lorseth that day. It was dated May 7th, 1440. Two days before the sack of Dermolhea. Anaxantis almost couldn’t believe what he’d just read. The lord governor had wasted four or five crucial days. Even had he started out upon receiving Theroghall senior’s warning, it would have been touch and go. At the very least it would have required forced marches to meet the Mukthars in time to prevent their onslaught on Dermolhea. But instead of making haste, it seemed as if his predecessor had deliberately wasted valuable time.


  So the army makes as if it is coming to relieve Dermolhea, but at the same time someone makes certain that it will be late. It simply makes no sense. Equally stupefying, long before they could be sure the army wouldn’t arrive in time, the Dermolhean elite abandons the city and its inhabitants to its own devices. What the fuck was going on at the time? Did the Forty know beforehand that no aid was coming? Or at least not in time to be of any use? There is only one possibility. There must have been a traitor. Someone whose task it was to ensure that the Mukthars would not meet with any resistance at all. That is the only explanation. And yet, who could guarantee that the army wouldn’t march on time? And how did he or they do it? And why? Were they paid by the Mukthars? That seems so unlikely. I’m missing something here. What is it that I am not seeing?
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  Without knowing it, Ehandar employed the same crude ruse as Anaxantis. A few miles outside the camp he rode into the woods and changed his tunic with the eagle crest for an equally rich but neutral one. Some five miles further, on a craggy hill, surrounded by open fields, stood the remains of an ancient watchtower. Even now, in its dilapidated state, it dominated its surroundings. Hidden in the ruins, one could see for more than two miles in every direction. It was impossible to approach the remains unseen.


  When Ehandar dismounted, Gorth came out to greet him.


  “Quick, lead your horse inside the ruins.”


  The young men hugged. Gorth had met with no difficulties enlisting in the cavalry of the Army of the North. His explanation that Serimar Delono was the fifth son of a minor Zyntrean noble, who stood to inherit almost nothing and who was involved in a bitter quarrel with his older brothers was readily accepted. It was not even that far from the truth. Gorth of Sidullia was the third son and effectively would inherit nothing but a small sum of money, and the pious wish of his father that his eldest brother would take care of him. In return for service and obedience of course. It was one of the reasons why he had become friends with the young prince, also a third son with a bleak future. They understood each other perfectly.


  Since Gorth preferred to maintain his cover, it was too dangerous to meet in the camp, or even too often outside the camp. They had decided to get together in the ruins every month on the first Sunday. Again like Anaxantis, it was Ehandar who brought the food.


  They sat down on a giant stone that lay against one of the few remaining walls.


  “You seem tense, Ehandar,” Gorth said, partly stating an observation, partly inquiring.


  “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, Gorth. And I have made my mind up. At last.”


  Gorth didn’t answer, but looked expectantly at his friend.


  “I want out, Gorth,” Ehandar said looking at the ground. “I just can’t do it any longer. You’re disappointed in me, aren’t you?”


  Gorth hesitated for a moment.


  “I’m not overly surprised, but I can’t say I saw it coming either. I knew of course that the fierce Ehandar was mainly an act. A role you perform well, though.”


  “What you don’t know is what it has cost me all these years. How suffocating it is. How afraid I am to lose myself. To become my mask. It is… it is like continuously walking around in heavy armor. In the long run it weighs you down. It chafes you.”


  Ehandar’s voice broke at the unhappy association. Gorth didn’t notice.


  “You must despise me,” Ehandar added unhappily.


  “No, not at all. You are my friend. I didn’t expect it, that’s all. But, if this is what you want… You know, until a few months ago I really thought we had a chance, we the underdogs. I really believed that we could outwit and outmaneuver them. How naive we were. See how quickly and easily Portonas made us flee in all directions.”


  They remained silent for a few minutes.


  “What now?” Gorth asked, after a while.


  Ehandar shrugged.


  “I was thinking of going to Soranza and asking asylum for Anaxantis and me.”


  “Anaxantis? You’re taking him?”


  “We’ve come to know each other better, these last months. We’ve grown… quiet close.”


  Ehandar blushed. Gorth frowned.


  “You do know what your little brother is up to, don’t you? He and his band of young bucks?”


  “He never had friends. He never could train in arms. It’s all quite innocent.”


  “I wouldn’t be too sure of that. As far as I can tell he is putting together a personal strike force. He’s plundering the army of its best elements, right under the nose of the old commander. He befriends peasants, horse breeders, and merchants. He permits them to call him by his given name. The troops are starting to notice. He seems the only one who is doing something. My own general is smarting because he hasn’t been invited to an audience yet since Anaxantis recovered. I tell you, Ehandar, little Anaxantis has plans of his own.”


  “He’s just playing at lord governor. But deep down he knows what I know. I’m certain of it now. Father has set us up. He wants to make sure who will succeed him. And that isn’t either one of us two. He wants to prevent a battle to the death for the throne after he’s gone. It would weaken the kingdom fatally or, the Gods forbid, divide it. That’s why he took Portonas and Tenaxos with him, and why he sent Anaxantis and me here. He’s just looking on from afar in which way exactly we will destroy ourselves. Will we murder each other? Will we die in battle? Will we be ignominiously defeated by barbarians and have to flee? Whatever the outcome, we will have either eliminated or disqualified ourselves. He’s certainly not planning to let the Devil’s Crown fall into the hands of a little bastard.”


  “Bastard?”


  “Oh, come on, don’t tell me you haven’t heard the rumors. And besides, look at us. Father, me and my older brothers, we all have black hair and dark eyes. Anaxantis is blond with light eyes.”


  “He could have those from his mother.”


  “Or from his father.” Ehandar grinned sadly. “It doesn’t matter too much, I suppose. He wouldn’t be the first and he won’t be the last royal bastard. He’s still a prince. A prince of Zyntrea, that is.”


  “He has been raised a Tanahkos. Maybe that matters more, in the long run.”


  Ehandar sighed.


  “You could always go alone if he refuses to come,” Gorth said after a while.


  “No… No, I couldn’t. If I can’t convince him to come, I’ll stay as well.”


  Gorth looked inquisitively at his friend.


  “Now why do I get the feeling that you are not telling me everything?”


  Ehandar kept looking at the ground, debating with himself whether he would tell Gorth the truth, the whole truth.


  “Ehandar,” Gorth said softly, “keep what’s in your heart in your heart. When you feel like sharing, I’ll be there. For now, I don’t need to know.”


  He fell silent.


  “Now, tell me, how are you going to proceed?” Gorth broke the uncomfortable silence in a more practical tone.


  “I would like you to do me a big favor,” Ehandar replied, “I want you to go to Soranza and find out what the requirements are for asylum seekers. As far as I know, the Senate there has a special committee that grants or withholds permission. To begin with, be as discreet as possible. Just tell them that two princes and a noble friend of theirs are considering seeking their protection. If necessary give more details. I’ll also give you a letter, should they ask you for proof of who you’re speaking for.”


  “A noble friend? Who are you taking with you?”


  “Ah,” Ehandar smiled, “it just came to me. I’m kind of hoping that you’ll come with us. It makes perfect sense. There’s nothing here for you anymore, except maybe a military career and even then your association with me will always be a black mark against you, no matter how far in the past or how inconsequential that connetion may have been. And I hate simply abandoning you. Think about it. Almost all the city states have their own little army. I’m certain quite a few of them would be glad to have you, not as a simple cavalier, but as an officer. Who knows? You could be a general before you’re thirty. And meanwhile, I have more than enough money to provide for the three of us for a few years. And Anaxantis has money of his own too. He won’t mind.”


  “You… you really would like me to go with you?” Gorth asked.


  Ehandar shrugged.


  “My little brother seems to have a knack for making friends. I don’t. You’re the only friend I’ve left. Sure, I would like you to come with us.”


  Gorth mulled the idea over for several minutes.


  He’s right. I can become the servant of big brother, always at his beck and call, always at the mercy of his good graces, or I could start over. I wonder what happened between him and his little brother, or rather half brother or maybe not-brother-at-all? In any other circumstances I would swear the guy is in love. Well, that’s not my business, though I’ll never understand what the attraction is. Poor Ehandar. He’s right. He’s not exactly weak, but he isn’t nearly ruthless enough to compete for the Devil’s Crown. I hope for his sake that he can convince little Anaxantis. That boy has a will all of his own.


  “I guess I’ll come then,” Gorth grinned. “What I don’t understand is the money part. Do we have to haul coffers with gold across the border? That will slow us down, you know.”


  Ehandar laughed.


  “That is one of the many things they don’t teach us because they think it is beneath us to concern ourselves with such base things as money. Until recently I as well thought that I would have to take it all with me. That I would have to go to Ormidon to my bankers and withdraw all my assets. It seemed impractical and dangerous. I even considered taking the war chest of the army. Then I noticed that many soldiers were sending a part of their salary home. You learn the strangest things when you are buried in parchments for a few hours a day. So I had the paymaster of the army explain it to me. He doesn’t send the actual money home. He sends a list with names and amounts to the bankers the army uses. The beneficiaries receive a small notice duly signed and sealed, and with it they can then withdraw the money. I will need you for this also. I dare not trust anybody else. I’ll give you a letter with instructions for my bankers. They’ll inform their colleagues in Soranza. They’ll also give you a letter for me. That letter permits me to withdraw money at the bankers in Soranza. Simple, really, if you know how. A letter is far easier to carry than actual coins.”


  “That’s a relief. Should I also look out for lodgings?”


  “Yes, and while you’re at it try to find out what a reasonable domain in the environs of the city would cost. I was thinking of something not too big, but comfortable. Definitely outside the city but not too far away from it, and maybe with a few depending farms. Oh, just look around and take note of the asking prices.”


  “Let’s say all this works out. How are we going to make our escape?”


  “Simple. The only part of the Northern Marches I haven’t visited yet is the duchy of Landemere. It’s in the southeast and lies next to the border. I will make as to inspect the duchy and when we are nearest the border, we’ll run for it. It will be only a few miles, and if we are careful they won’t know we’re missing until long after we crossed the border.”


  Ehandar felt strangely relieved. For the first time he had told his plans to somebody else, and that made them somehow more real, more definite, as if there was no way back anymore.


  While they were eating, the conversation drifted to happier times and laughter was a frequent part of it. Before saying their goodbyes, Ehandar gave Gorth a pouch, heavy with coins, for travel expenses.


  “Just apply for three weeks of furlough. Give sick family as the reason. You can’t go wrong with the classics. Anything more than a week has to be decided and signed by one of the governors, and since Anaxantis is happy enough to leave the administrative plodding to me there will be no problem.”


  While his friend rode off, Ehandar felt exhilarated. He had firmly set the first steps on the road to Soranza.
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  “Appointment, appointment, fiddlesticks. Who does he think he is? A doctor?”


  Anaxantis startled when he heard the voice in the hallway. He had been rifling listlessly through some parchments on the table, while Ehandar was reading a report, and was just about to take his leave. He ran to the door.


  “It’s okay, let him through,” he said to the guard. “That’s my physician.”


  Murno Tollbir blinked silently at the guard, who reluctantly let him pass. The doctor stuck his tongue out at him. He was wearing a coat that had seen better days, and on his wind-tousled gray hair stood a bonnet that decades ago would have looked very smart. His appearance was even more disheveled than usual.


  “Nice,” he said appreciatively when he entered the war room and sat down in the first chair that took his fancy.


  “Hey,” Anaxantis said, “that’s my chair.”


  “And a damn uncomfortable one it is, if I may say so. Will break your back if you sit in it for any length of time.”


  He looked around.


  “Ah, just what I need. Traveling always makes me thirsty”.


  Murno Tollbir grabbed the nearest cup on the table.


  “Hey, that’s mine as well,” Anaxantis protested.


  The doctor drained the cup, smacked and put it back on the table.


  “Oh, stop apologizing all the time. I’m not picky. I examined you myself and I doubt you have any contagious diseases. So, it’s all right.”


  “That is not exactly what I meant,” Anaxantis grumbled.


  “Who is this?” Ehandar asked angrily.


  “That is the famous doctor you sent me to.”


  “The insolent one?”


  “Yes, or hadn’t you noticed?”


  “Now, now, boys, don’t fight,” said the source of all irritation.


  He winked at Anaxantis.


  “By the way, nice one with all the chickens. Threndll, my housekeeper almost fainted. Lucky for her I’m a doctor. Well, I say housekeeper, but she’s so much more. In fact, I should have married the woman decades ago. But you know how it goes. Today never works for you, and there’s always tomorrow. What was I trying to say? Oh, yes, the chickens. They like to hide in dark places a few feet off the ground, did you know that? We keep finding them everywhere. Still. Gave most of them away. You’ll be glad to know that some poor families had a decent meal thanks to you, young man. Kept ten of them though. In the garden. For the eggs. Oh, and there is this one strange boy, lives in a world of his own, doesn’t talk, who now has a pet chicken. Can’t cure him, but gave him a chicken. Who knows—”


  “Is all this leading somewhere?” Ehandar interrupted him rudely.


  Tollbir looked at Anaxantis.


  “You seem to make it a habit to surround yourself with annoying people. Who’s this one?”


  “This one,” Anaxantis replied trying not to laugh, “is my brother. The other lord governor. The one who wrote the report.”


  “Really?” the physician said, turning to Ehandar. “Well, well, who’d have thought? Not I, that’s for sure. I had you pegged for one of those sword-loving types who can barely read, let alone write. That was a fine piece of medical reporting. The preciseness of observation. The sheer wealth of details. However did you think of all those little signs and from so long ago too?”


  “I… I just wrote down what I remembered seeing,” Ehandar said, totally confused as to whether he should remain angry or permit himself to feel flattered.


  “You’re a natural. I bet there’s not much that escapes you, is there? Your report was a great help.”


  He turned back to Anaxantis, pointing to the cup.


  “Give us some more wine, will you, there’s a good boy.”


  Sighing, Anaxantis filled his cup.


  “Not that you aren’t excellent company, but was there any purpose to your visit? Or did you just feel like pestering me again?” he asked, shoving the filled cup in the doctor’s direction.


  “Oh, I was in the neighborhood. Quite by accident. Every year I leave the house for a few weeks to travel around a little. Mostly to the sea. For the air, you know. So, don’t you go imagining that I came all the way here for you. But I did examine those samples you sent me.”


  “Samples?” Anaxantis asked, nonplussed.


  “That was me,” Ehandar explained. “I took a sample of the herbs, the pills and the sweets before they were thrown into the sea.”


  “And he sent them to me with a polite letter,” Tollbir chimed in. “You’re a civilized young man. On parchment,” he added for Ehandar’s benefit.


  Tollbir scratched his beard and gave him a scrutinizing look.


  “Hm, those black patches under your eyes… I don’t like them. People think that’s from lack of sleep, but that’s not always the case. Could be you aren’t taking enough liquid, or eating too much meat. Could also be from excessive worrying. I really should examine you thoroughly, you know.”


  “Oh yes, please, let him,” Anaxantis said not without malice. “Have no fear, I’ll stay with you to hold your hand.”


  Ehandar looked from one to the other as if they spoke a secret language.


  “No, thank you,” he said. “I feel perfectly fine. What did you find?”


  “Ah, yes. First I examined the sweets. Nothing wrong with them. Highest quality, in fact. You didn’t hope to get the remainder back, did you? I’m afraid I ate the lot. I first gave one to Yapper. That’s Threndll’s little dog. We have three. The two big ones are no trouble, but the little one… Yap, yap, yap, all day long. Yap, yap, yap. Drives you mad. The thing stuck to his teeth. Quite a funny sight, and it stopped him yapping. Since it didn’t seem to harm him, I ate one myself. Delicious. Strange how it goes. You take another one, just to make sure, and a third one, and before you know it the box is empty.”


  “I thought you said that sweets were bad for you,” Anaxantis said in a reproaching tone.


  “I never said such a thing. I said that sweets were bad for you. You are young and want to lead an active and long life. Me, not so much. I am almost eighty and frankly I’m getting a little bored by it all. I don’t particularly want to add many years to my existence. Besides, the sweets can’t take away what time has taken already. Then the pills. I gave a little piece of one to Yapper as well, mixed in his food. Didn’t do much, so I repeated the process a few times. Well, the next day he lay quietly in his bed. And I mean quietly. It was heaven. He reacted well enough when I petted him, but he didn’t try to bite my hand as usual. So, you’re not getting those pills back either. In fact, I want more of them. I’d make them myself, but it’s impossible to find out what’s in them. The effect is clear though. They make you calm, kind of resigned even.”


  “We could have done that,” Anaxantis said to Ehandar.


  “Ah, yes, but you didn’t, did you? Then I looked at the herbs. Another bummer. They were cut so fine that it was very, very difficult to see what was in the mixture. After hours of carefully looking at itty-bitty pieces I could sort some of them into eight little heaps. It was impossible to identify them by sight, so I boiled each of them in some water. From most of them I recognized the smell. Mind you, I’m not sure I’ve got them all, in fact I suspect that there were no less than fifteen ingredients. Almost impossible to say what the global effect would be, but some of them were quite poisonous, though not in those quantities. If I had to guess, I would say that the overall effect would be to slow down your body. The interaction of different herbs can be quite astounding. I’m guessing again, but I’m almost certain that they would also work on your mind. The ingredients, the amounts, it was all very sophisticated. To me this looks like the work of someone who studied in Zyntrea. I’m afraid that is all I could discover. Well, we suspected as much, but now we are sure. They didn’t want to kill you, but they wanted you in less than full strength, both mentally and physically.”


  Tollbir scratched his beard.


  “So there is no way that this herb mixture was made to cure something, or that the dizzy spells and all the rest were just unfortunate side effects?” Anaxantis asked.


  “No,” Tollbir replied, ogling the wine pitcher. “In fact, if I were to give this mixture a name, I would call it Weak and Meek.”
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  Ehandar was a bundle of nerves. It was four days now since Gorth had taken the road to Soranza, and still Ehandar had avoided talking with Anaxantis about his plans.


  I can’t put it off much longer. Why not bring it up this evening? It is a perfectly sensible plan and he will see that. I’ll make him see that. He’s bound to have objections. What with his friends? What with our responsibilities? What with his mother? I’ll have to debunk his objections one by one. Maybe it is best to begin with showing him that we can’t win this. However the situation turns out, we will either be dead, or the scapegoats of a disaster. Any sensible man who understands this cuts his losses. And better now than in the spring, when the Mukthars are at our borders. Now we still have time to meticulously organize everything, to make and revise plans, and to execute them without interference. But what Gorth said is also true. Anaxantis can be headstrong. I couldn’t bear leaving without him anymore. It’s just one reason more to discuss my plans as soon as possible. The Gods know how many hurdles I will have to take.


  At that moment Anaxantis came into the room. He seemed preoccupied and while he took off his mantle, he said:


  “Ehandar, we must talk.”


  Trying to repress his dark thoughts of foreboding, Ehandar smiled.


  “Good, I have a few things myself I would like to discuss with you. We have the whole evening before us.”


  He motioned to the rug before the hearth, but, after ungirding his sword, Anaxantis sat down at the table.


  A moment later Ehandar felt as if someone had punched him in the stomach, and all air was forced out of his lungs. There was a rushing sound in his ears, and it seemed that suddenly all his muscles cramped at the same time. To prevent himself from falling, he had to lean on the big chair near the fireplace. Then the words Anaxantis had spoken finally sank in.


  “Ehandar, I’m moving out by the end of the week. I can’t do this any longer.”
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  “I know that it is an awkward place to stop, Mandigaill the Hunter, but the hour is late and you have a long way to go.”


  …


  “Yes, I know. You would have preferred it otherwise. I saw your reaction when I told you about their first night together. Should I have ended it there? Don’t forget that I also saw you when I told you how Ehandar took what was not his to take. And you were not indifferent.”


  …


  “No, Friend of Wolves, it most certainly was not just the way I told it and the fact that you are blushing and protesting bears witness to that.”


  …


  “Yes, that is the question, and indeed, I was deliberately ambiguous. The downfall of which prince? Remember that the story is far from finished. I didn’t invent it, I only tell it and I tell only true stories. So, when I’m finished, you be the judge.”


  …


  “Yes, you can return, but no sooner than in three days. You know the price.”


  …


  “I bid you a safe journey home and interesting dreams, Wolves’ Friend.”
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  Chapter 10


  Friends in Low Places
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  “The food was excellent, Mandigaill the Hunter, and since the price is now paid in full, I shall continue the tale of Anaxantis and the Invisible Chains. Go, undress and sit upon the stool.”


  …


  “No, it is not the same stool and yes, this one has a knob in the center of the seat.”


  …


  “Yes, I suppose it resembles a phallus. A small one, barely four inches long and not very thick.”


  …


  “No, it is not difficult. Just sit over it and it will find its place all by itself. The knob is smooth and well oiled.”


  …


  “See, you soon get accustomed to it.”


  …


  “Why? The short answer is, because it pleases me. You don’t want to know the long answer. Now, where was I…”
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  Ehandar heard ‘I’m moving out by the end of the week’ echoing around and around in his head.


  No, no, you can’t leave me just like that. I love you, damn it. I need you. I can’t lose you so shortly after I’ve found you. I know you love me too. Don’t do this. Don’t do this to me… Don’t panic. Don’t panic. It’s just the strain we’re under. He doesn’t mean it like that.


  “Why?” he managed to ask relatively calmly.


  “It’s becoming too dangerous. Have you considered what would happen if anyone found out that… that we’re not just brothers sharing the residence of the lord governor? We would lose all authority, and right at the moment that we should be thinking about strengthening the army too.”


  “And so, just like that you’re moving out? Where will you even go?”


  “Lorseth can house six thousand troops, so almost half of the barracks are empty. I’ve requisitioned some of them for my personal use. I’m having one of the barracks that was meant for a general made ready for me.”


  Ehandar tried to think rationally and come up with reasons why Anaxantis shouldn’t go. There was one, the real one, but it would sound too pathetic.


  “Have you asked Demrac?”


  “Asked Demrac? No, why would I?” Anaxantis raised his eyebrows. “I have informed him of my decision, though.”


  “I told you one of the few useful things my spies ever told me was that Father gave him a secret charter. It grants him a higher authority than ours over the army, whenever he sees fit to use it.”


  Ehandar, Ehandar, you’re really not cut out for this, are you? Yes, this secret charter might give him greater authority over the army, but as long as he keeps it secret, he can’t use it. For all practical purposes it doesn’t exist. We’re not even supposed to be aware of it. So, is he going to show his trump card over some old barracks? I don’t think so. He’s far too clever for that. And furthermore…


  “His authority may be higher than ours as far as the army is concerned. Lorseth however, with all its grounds and all its buildings, is a royal domain and isn't dependent upon the army. It falls squarely under our authority. I can see no problem.”


  “You can see no problem?” Ehandar asked. He couldn’t hide the bitterness in his voice. “It’s as easy as that, is it?”


  “Easy? Easy? Do you even know that it is almost more than I can do to prevent myself from falling into your arms in public and damn the consequences? Have you any idea what it costs me to have to keep this a secret? How I long to show you off to my friends? The truth is that it is almost unbearable. It is too painful. No, it is better we see each other only in an official capacity. We have a shared responsibility after all.”


  Ehandar sat down in the chair next to his brother. He took one of Anaxantis’s hands and placed a light kiss on it. He took a deep breath. Maybe simply stating his true intent, bringing it all into the open, was his best chance.


  “Let’s leave this mess behind us. You know as well as I do that we were set up. If we stay, one way or another, it will be the end of us. I have a friend who, at this very moment, is investigating the conditions under which we could seek asylum in the city state of Soranza. We will be safe there. Safe from the Mukthars and safe from Father and our brothers. Bring all those of your friends who want to come with us. We could be happy there, I know it. I know I can make you happy…”


  Anaxantis looked into his eyes and kissed him softly on the lips.


  “Yes, you could. But I can’t leave. We have a responsibility, Ehandar. Twelve years ago more than fifteen thousand civilians lost their lives, and I am not going to let that happen again. Not as long as there is a single breath left in me.”


  “And our lives? What about our lives, Anaxantis?”


  “Our lives were never our own, from the moment we were born, Ehandar. Don’t you see that? That was long ago decided, in 1414, when Portonas III climbed over mountains of dead bodies to ascend the throne. Whether we want to or not, we live in function of the kingdom. Once our family grabbed the Devil’s Crown it was impossible to relinquish it again, and its curse extends to all of us. Besides, the people depend on us to protect them. The most we can hope for are some stolen hours.”


  No, no, it is me who depends on you, me, Ehandar thought feverishly. The people are not even interested in their own defense. The people will weather the storm as it comes, just as they did twelve years ago and there’s nothing we can do. I know. I tried.


  “However,” Anaxantis smiled timidly, “speaking about stolen hours… I am not leaving this evening.”
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  The senator looked at his visitor with an impassive face.


  Two princes and a nobleman. Trachia? No, there is but one prince left and nobody is too sure where he is now. Lorsanthia? Unlikely. Ximerion maybe? Yes, probably. They have three or even four princes. Now, that could become awkward, what with the queen of Ximerion already having been granted asylum.


  “I hope the parties involved understand that they will have to pay their own way,” the senator said evenly. “If we grant them asylum it is as citizens, not as, eh, high nobility.”


  “Oh, the princes have their own independent assets and I am assured that it will be easy to transfer them to Soranza.”


  The senator handed a parchment to Gorth.


  “These are the conditions and the rules the concerned parties will be expected to adhere to, were we to grant them asylum.”


  “Could you give me any indication of the likelihood of that happening?”


  “Well…” The senator hesitated, “If I had an idea of who we’re talking about, I could maybe hazard an estimation.”


  Gorth thought about this for a moment.


  “The parties involved are the princes Ehandar and Anaxantis of Ximerion and myself, Gorth of Sidullia. I am not important, I am just a personal friend of one of them.”


  So, I was right. Those are the youngest of the lot, if I remember correctly. You can’t blame them, I suppose. In that barbarian kingdom the struggle for the succession is merciless. All the more so now that there are four contenders. Strange though, Queen Emelasuntha is the mother of the youngest. How come she hasn’t arranged asylum for him? Well, no matter, provided they bring ample funds they are welcome, the senator thought.


  “You understand that the final decision is not entirely mine. In the end a committee decides, but I can see no objections at first sight. I’ll have a definite answer for you by the beginning of next week. You may visit me again then.”


  Back in the great marketplace Gorth looked around.


  Too early to go back to my lodgings and Ehandar has given me a small fortune. So, first a good meal and then to the girls, the real girls and not those middle-aged hags that hang around the camp at Lorseth. All seems to go well, and Soranza is a nice city. Much cleaner and lighter than Ormidon. I think I’m going to like it here. Tomorrow I’ll take a ride into the countryside and look at some domains. I’ll even have time enough to inquire whether Soranza needs cavaliers.
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  The two men had traveled the distance between Lorseth and Soranza as quickly as they could. It was after midnight when they stopped at the gates of a vineyard. The night guard asked them a question, and the men gave the expected response. They were immediately led to the main building on the hill. A servant guided them into a tastefully decorated room, bade them be seated and brought them wine, asking them to wait while Queen Emelasuntha was informed of their arrival.


  Ten minutes later they saw a tall, striking woman, with a strong, beautiful face, and long golden blond hair flowing behind her, enter the room. She was followed by a short, thickset woman. They both sat down in elegant, comfortable armchairs.


  “Have you been taken care of? I see they gave you wine.”


  “Thank you, Your Highness, we have ridden practically day and night, and we are tired and hungry. But it can wait until we have delivered our message,” one of the men said.


  “Please, proceed.”


  The man told all he had learned from Renda. When he had finished, Emelasuntha remained silent for a while. Then she asked some questions, mainly to confirm that she had understood everything correctly. She looked at Sobrathi who nodded that she had no further questions. Emelasuntha clapped her hands and a servant silently appeared.


  “Prepare a warm bath for these gentlemen. Wake the cook and let him make a hearty meal. See to it that their horses are taken care of, and show them to their room in the guesthouse. And give them plenty of wine.”


  She stood up and took two gold pieces out of her pouch.


  “Thank you. You are my guests. Sleep as long as you like and then, before you return, go visit the fair city of Soranza. I hear it offers many entertainments for young men such as yourselves. Here is a rioghal for each of you to pay for them.”


  “Most generous, Your Highness. Thank you.”


  The two men bowed and followed the servant out of the room. Emelasuntha waited a few moments. Then she grabbed an intricately ornate vase and threw it forcefully against the wall.


  “Argh. Did you hear that?” she roared at her friend while getting hold of a chair and smashing it on a nearby little table. “They tried to poison my son.”


  She took a statuette that stood upon a cabinet and threw it in a wide arc through the room. It shattered with a satisfying sound into a dozen pieces.


  “Emelasuntha, dear, stop. You’re demolishing the place,” Sobrathi said.


  “Oh, but this is not the end of it,” the queen bellowed, her rage unabated. “Heads are going to roll and blood is going to flow. What do they think? That the royal house of Mekthona is game for the hunting? Do they think we are cattle they can slaughter at their leisure? Argh. I swear I’ll hang them by their own intestines. I’ll feed their corpses to the swine.”


  “Dear, dear, let’s remain calm and talk it over,” Sobrathi said as soothingly as she could.


  She looks for all the world the living embodiment of Astonema, and not in her capacity of the Goddess of Wisdom, but of the Goddess of War. No wonder that the people of Torantall, more than twenty years ago, looked up to the walls when the city was under siege and took heart when they saw her walking upon them, going from guard post to guard post. They knew the princess was possessed by the power of the Goddess. When they saw her, they saw Astonema herself and they breathed easier. All of sixteen years she was.


  “Well, how smart Anaxantis must be to see that the letter was a forgery?” the baroness resumed. “He knew there was something wrong with the medicines and had them thrown into the sea. He takes after you, my dear.”


  “Yes, I prepared him well, and a good thing that I did too. What worries me is that he must have been out of medicines for several weeks, if not months, by now. Yet, he seems to be thriving. He exercises, he travels from Lorseth to Dermolhea and back on horseback, he is active for days on end and doesn’t seem to need much rest. All those things were unthinkable a few months ago. Strange, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, now that you mention it. It almost seems as if—”


  “—the medicines were making him ill, or rather keeping him poorly, instead of curing him. Not only the last batch was bad, but all those years somebody must have been tampering with them.”


  “But who? And why?”


  “I don’t know. Yet. Think about it. Whoever did this knew I wasn’t able to order a new batch, so they did it in my place and forged my handwriting and my seal. Who has the means and the power to do that? Who could convince Birnac Maelar that I had given the order?”


  “Emelasuntha, Maelar is a doctor. He must have known what the effect of those so-called medicines would be. He must have known all those years. After all they were prepared under his supervision.”


  “By the shield of Astonema, you are right. He must have known.”


  Emelasuntha paced back and forth.


  “That stinking rat, that filthy swine, how dare he harm my son? How dare he? How dare he?” she hollered.


  She looked around the room, but all that could conveniently be broken already lay shattered on the floor. She breathed deeply.


  “Tomorrow we depart for Torantall. I’ll ask him myself and I’ll make sure he’ll answer me.”


  “No,” Sobrathi said. “No, my dear, that’s too dangerous. Let me go. I’ll bring him here, where we have the room and all the time in the world to ask him as many questions as we want. Here, where we won’t be disturbed. While I am gone, you can devise just how you will interrogate him.”


  “Will you manage to get him here without anybody knowing?”


  “Oh, I dare say so. Nobody will even know what happened to him. I will personally supervise the whole operation, but I’ll let the Tektimora do the actual work and let them deliver him here.”


  “The Guild of Thieves? Excellent idea. Can you contact them?”


  “Don’t worry, my dear, the Lord of Thieves and I go back a long way.”


  Emelasuntha laughed.


  “You know the Tektiranga himself? Why, my dear baroness of Burgotharr, I didn’t know you had friends in low places. After all these years you still manage to surprise me.”


  “Oh, my dear,” Sobrathi said and grinned, “the Tektiranga and I know each other from the siege of Torantall. Well, he wasn’t the Lord of Thieves then. But he nevertheless stole my young girl’s heart and he also took my… well, you know.”


  The next day Gorth set out for the countryside. Since he had more than enough time on his hands he rode his horse at a leisurely pace. Once he had passed the highway he encountered three riders, a rather rotund female and two men, who rode at the gallop, which indicated that they were in for a long ride, but not especially in a hurry. He caught a glimpse of the face of the woman and immediately recognized her. She didn’t seem to remember him. Of course, he had bleached his hair, and he must have grown since she had last seen him. Why would she have paid any attention to him at the time? He had seen her often enough, when Queen Emelasuntha came to visit her son in class, making nothing of it that she was disrupting the lessons and that she embarrassed little Anaxantis before his older brother and his friends. She was one of the ladies-in-waiting, or a maid, or a friend. He was not too sure which.


  What is she doing here? There is a rumor doing the rounds in the barracks that the queen has escaped. Could it be that she too has sought asylum in Soranza? I wonder if Ehandar or Anaxantis will be thrilled upon hearing that? The Senator must have known, but if that’s the case he didn’t seem to mind. I must try to find out for certain.
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  Try as he might, Ehandar found it almost impossible to concentrate on the last bundle of parchments the clerk had brought him. His thoughts returned involuntarily again and again to the devastating announcement of Anaxantis that he was moving out. They had made love, and Ehandar had sought signs in every caress, in every kiss, in every smile and in every glance. Nothing seemed to have changed, and Anaxantis had responded as eagerly as always to his merest touch. His kisses had been as warm as ever. There had been no mistake possible that Anaxantis was deeply in love as his fascinated gaze traveled over Ehandar’s body. It almost made him believe that it had only been a waking nightmare. But he knew it wasn’t.


  “Anything interesting?” Anaxantis asked when he entered the war room.


  Ehandar woke out of his somber musings.


  “Huh… Yes, maybe. A request for you from the general of the cavalry,” he replied, “and the answer of the duchess-regent of Landemere onto our summons for military assistance. You’re going to love her response,” he finished, his last words dripping with sarcasm.


  “What does Iftang want from me?” Anaxantis asked.


  “I don’t know. It was clearly addressed to you, so I didn’t open it.”


  Anaxantis looked to make sure he had closed the door and gave him a fleeting kiss on the cheek.


  “You can open my letters, you know. I don’t mind.”


  “Even so. It would make me uncomfortable. I don’t want to pry.”


  Anaxantis had broken the General’s seal and scanned the few written lines.


  “Oh, it’s only a request for an audience. He would like to know my plans for the reconnaissance of the Renuvian Plains. I’ll take care of it today. What does the duchess-regent offer us?”


  “All of two hundred foot soldiers and fifty cavaliers. The duchy had some losses in revenue because of disappointing harvests and the repairs to the ducal castle have cost a fortune, it appears. And blah-blah-blah. She regrets, she deplores, she apologizes and she even laments… But two hundred and fifty men is the best she can do for the moment.”


  Disgusted, Ehandar threw the parchment on the table, where Anaxantis retrieved it. He scanned it quickly


  “This is outrageous. The duchy should be good for at least ten times that. At the very least. Ehandar, she’s mocking us. She’s dismissing us like children with a few pieces of candy,” he said, after having read it quickly.


  “I agree, but what can we do? It’s the same everywhere. Nobody seems to be interested. The mayor of Dermolhea. Don’t even mention the county of Mirkadesh. Their council leaves everything in the hands of the Gods.”


  Ehandar shrugged absentmindedly.


  You’re not exactly helping our cause either, dear brother,” Anaxantis thought, annoyed. You’ve let them walk all over you. No wonder we can’t raise troops. By now even the most insignificant lord of the Northern Marches knows that you can fob off the lord governors with cheap baubles and empty promises. With every move you make you’re ruining what little standing we had. I can’t let you go on like this.
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  His guard had entered his room and announced that a soldier had come to deliver him a message. When he had asked from whom, the guard had excused himself about a dozen times and stressed that he was only repeating, literally repeating what the soldier had said: “I have a message from Anaxantis for the general. Please tell him that.”


  He had told the guard to let the soldier in. He turned out to be a rather sturdy young man with a round face. Polite enough.


  “Good morning, General,” he had said. “Anaxantis was wondering if it would be convenient for you to join him around midday on the training grounds in the woods?”


  Why bother calling yourself prince or lord governor when you are Anaxantis? the general remembered thinking.


  Of course he hadn’t misunderstood or mistaken the form for the substance. It might be pleasantly formulated but it was a summons nevertheless.


  “We’re rather informal on the training grounds, so please don’t trouble yourself with donning a full uniform, General,” the soldier had added.


  The general had said that it would be an honor.


  “All righty, then,” the soldier had said with a broad smile, “see you around midday.”


  About an hour before noon he had set out for the woods. He wore a uniform, but a simple one, without any signs of rank or regiment. He knew in which part of the woods the younger lord governor and his private band exercised, and he was not surprised to find that the road that led into the forest was guarded. He had identified himself simply as “Iftang Busskal, to see the lord governor” and they had given him directions. They had been apprised of his arrival, he understood. All around him he had heard noises of men exercising. At one point he passed a clearing where a haughty young man with wiry black hair was training some men in archery. As he penetrated further into the woods the noise seemed to die out until he neared a fairly large clearing. He had dismounted and from a distance had looked on. The same soldier who had brought the invitation was loudly admonishing a boy with long, blond hair.


  “That is because you are doing it wrong. Again.”


  With that the soldier had jumped upon the boy, who had fallen under the weight of his attacker.


  “Get off of me, you big oaf. You’re flattening me,” the boy had complained.


  “Yeah, well,” the big oaf had replied, “that wouldn’t happen if you followed my instructions for once.”


  “We’ll try again tomorrow,” the young man had reacted disgusted.


  “No, we’ll try it again immediately. Tomorrow we’ll have to start all over again and we’ll get no further.”


  “Oh, all right then. What am I doing wrong?”


  “You tried to stop me. That’s what you did wrong. You can’t stop me. I am too big for you to stop me. You must turn the force of your opponent against himself. That way, the stronger your enemy is, the better it is for you. Now listen carefully, Anaxantis. Don’t try to stop me. The only thing you have to do is deflect me just a little. You see the difference? You need only a little bit of force to do that. You grab me by the arms, put your right foot in my belly and let yourself fall as if succumbing to my attack. You arch your back and with your foot guide me over you. Your legs are much stronger than your arms. Always use your legs instead of your arms if at all possible. The force I put into my attack will make me fly way, way beyond you. Got it?”


  “I think so.”


  The soldier had lunged at him again and this time didn’t land flat out on him, but a little bit farther, with his groin on the young man’s face.


  “Much better. Not quite what it should be, but much, much better,” the soldier had said enthusiastically.


  “That’s entirely a matter of opinion. Get your crotch off my face,” a muffled voice had grumbled.


  The soldier had helped the young man up.


  “Tomorrow we’ll get it right. And if you do it right your opponent will be in temporary shock. I’ll teach you how to exploit that by pouncing on his back, with one knee right on his spine, knocking the wind out of him, and then I’ll show you how to force his arms behind his back and dislocate them both with one elegant move. Snap. Like that. They’re helpless after that. If you want I’ll even show you how to break an arm.”


  “Neat,” the young man had said with a grin.


  The general stood looking enthralled by the scene that had played before him. Of course he had recognized the young lord governor, but in this unassuming setting he was just a young man among friends. Then he heard footsteps behind him. He turned around and saw a lanky youngster with half long brown hair come towards him.


  “Ah, General,” Hemarchidas said. “Welcome. Follow me. Anaxantis is expecting you.”
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  Iftang Busskal felt somewhat out of place in this group of young men almost half his age. Two others joined them, and then the lord governor invited him to eat with them. During the meal they told, interrupted by bursts of laughter, how they had fared with the new recruits. Busskal got the definite impression that the young lord governor was forming a private army here in the woods.


  “At least he is doing something,” the general thought. “Maybe the old commander is past it and this is the future. I wonder if the young man really knows what he is doing, or if he is just playing around.”


  “Guys, I’m going for a stroll with the general. He has some questions for me,” Anaxantis said after they had eaten.


  He took the same path he had taken with Marak.


  “So, General, what is on your mind?” he inquired after a while.


  “Well, My Lord, a few days before you fell ill you mentioned your desire to explore the banks of the River Mirax, if I recall correctly. You are aware of the fact that this will take a considerable time, so I was wondering when exactly you were planning to undertake this mission.”


  “In the meantime I have thought things over and I’ve come to the conclusion that there are not that many possibilities for the Mukthars to cross the Mirax. Whatever they do, they have to come out somewhere between the forests in the south and the east. That shortens the stretch of river we have to investigate considerably. I would also like to investigate the terrain between the Mirax and our borders. Maybe we could find a place where we could ambush them.”


  “Excellent. You know I am your man. I’m slowly rotting away in that blasted camp.”


  “There are a few things I have to take care of first. So, I’m afraid I can’t give you an exact time period. But, let’s say, February next year at the very latest. However, I will need you before that. You seemed to enjoy our trip to Dermolhea. Well, I’m planning another one.”


  “Where to?”


  Anaxantis laughed.


  “All in good time, General, all in good time. If everything goes my way, in a few weeks. Maybe earlier. Keep it to yourself, though.”


  They had arrived at the bank of the river and sat down upon a rock.


  “I have a question of my own for you as well, General,” Anaxantis said tentatively. “You are familiar with what happened twelve years ago?”


  “More or less, My Lord. I was not stationed in the Northern Marches at the time, but I heard enough rumors. I was very young and just a junior officer in those days.”


  “How do you explain the total failure of the army at the time?”


  “To be honest? It can’t be explained. They would have had scouts. Your predecessor, the count of Whingomar, had an excellent reputation. By all reckoning the army should have been able to maneuver itself between the Mukthars and Dermolhea.”


  “And yet it didn’t. So what happened?”


  “Can I be frank, My Lord?”


  “By all means.”


  “If we rule out incompetence, then the only remaining explanation is foul play.”


  “Yes, and by whom?”


  The General remained silent for a long while.


  “Only Whingomar himself… but it doesn’t ring right. He was far too competent and he was a man of honor. He would never deliberately have botched up a campaign. Not to mention that it would have amounted to high treason.”


  “Yet, such accusations were never made.”


  “I know.”


  Anaxantis laid a hand upon his shoulder.


  “Well, if anything should come to mind one of these days, be sure to inform me. But you have given me something to think about.”


  “Huh? Something I said?”


  Anaxantis smiled.


  “Oh yes, but permit me to keep that to myself for the time being.”


  When the General left he was moderately satisfied with what he had accomplished. The lord governor had extended a standing invitation to visit the training grounds whenever he had something to say, or even when he just felt like it. But what he had really hoped for, he hadn’t gotten. The lord governor hadn’t spoken the sentence to him that, as rumor had it, only a few had heard.


  “My friends call me Anaxantis.”
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  Ehandar sat in the big chair by the fireplace, staring into the flames.


  “There’s no reason for me to despair. He loves me. It’s just his warped sense of honor, of duty, that makes him do this. But not everything is lost. Let him try to stop the Mukthars. Eventually he will come to a point where the conclusion is inescapable. When it all starts falling apart around him, it will be much easier to convince him. Yes, it could even work to my advantage. It could very well be that the moment will come that Soranza is our only possible destination. So, I’ll go along with him to the bitter end. Till the army is decimated by the barbarians and flight is the only option. And then what? Face Father? Admit that he has lost an army through overestimation of his capabilities? By being stubborn? I will never convince him, but the Mukthars surely will. Meanwhile I will concentrate on keeping him safe. I can see to it that he doesn’t expose himself to unnecessary dangers. Stay close to him and watch his back. And I can prepare our way out.”


  Anaxantis sat at the table, a book before him.


  “What are you reading so late?” Ehandar asked.


  “Oh, a book on the laws of Portonas III.”


  “Grandfather? Whatever for?”


  “When he ascended the throne he promulgated a lot of special laws. They were never retracted. Maybe there is something in them we can use against the duchess-regent of Landemere. Grandfather was something else, even for a Tanahkos. Did you know he predated his reign by a whole week? In the battle of the Karmenian Hill he defeated Berimar IV whose body was later found on the battlefield. He had himself hailed as king by his own army, but later he claimed to have declared his right onto the throne a week earlier, and he dated his reign from then. Which in effect made all those who fought for Berimar IV — the lawful king at the time, mind you — traitors. And all this notwithstanding that his claim onto the throne was as good as non-existent. Do you know how he had himself proclaimed? Portonas, by the Grace of the Gods, the Right of Arms and the Laws of the Land, High King of Ximerion. Now, mark the order. The first claim is of course nonsense. The Gods, for obvious reasons, didn’t do a thing to further Portonas’s right onto the kingship, but in the eyes of the people it gave his title a veneer of divinity. The last claim is an unadorned lie. No law on the books at the time supported his bid for the Devil’s Crown.”


  “No, that’s not correct. Our family is related to an earlier king. I forget who exactly, but I remember distinctly our teacher saying something like that.”


  “Rubbish. There was only a vague and very tenuous family connection with a king of an earlier dynasty. There must have been at least thirty men in Ximerion with better claims to the succession after Berimar had fallen in battle, who, incidentally, all died in the following years. Mysterious illnesses, strange accidents, unsolved murders or they were indicted, judged, condemned and executed on all sorts of trumped up charges from conspiracy to rebellion and high treason. He eradicated every last scion of the previous dynasty.”


  “We don’t kill only each other, I see,” Ehandar said bitterly.


  “Only the second claim, the right of arms, has any validity. And only because it amounts to saying, ‘I am king because I have killed all who dared say otherwise’ and nothing else.”


  “Quite a scoundrel, our granddad.”


  “Portonas wasn’t even his name. He was called Bordomach. He simply looked through the list of previous kings, until he found a name that vaguely sounded like his, and then he claimed that Bordomach was just a local variant of Portonas.”


  “And it wasn’t of course.”


  “No. The names have nothing to do with each other. Portonas I and II were father and son, the last kings of a short-lived dynasty. Portonas II was sixteen when he died, without leaving an heir, in an accident. He fell off his chariot and broke his neck around 880. For Grandfather the only thing that counted was being able to call himself ‘the third.’ It gave an air of continuity, of legitimacy, where none existed.”


  “If all that is true, then our whole House is illegitimate?”


  Anaxantis shrugged.


  “I doubt that any royal house is really legitimate, provided you dig deep enough. What counts is the actual balance of power. It all depends on how you look at it. Possession of power is its own justification. As I said, by dating his reign a week before the battle of the Karmenian Hill he effectively made three-quarters of the nobility into traitors. Hardly fair, but he made good use of that status. You should read the part on the so called Traitor’s Law, if you ever have the time.”


  Anaxantis stretched, yawned and stood up.


  “Tired already?” Ehandar smiled.


  “I’ve had a very busy day. I think I’m going to bed early.”


  “Close the curtain. I’ll be quiet.”


  “Thank you,” Anaxantis said and kissed him goodnight.


  When he closed the heavy curtain that separated the big bed from the rest of the room, he saw Ehandar walk over to the table and take up the book.


  “Good. Be sure to read the chapter on the Traitor’s Law. You’re smart enough to see the possibilities.”


   


  [image: ]


  Chapter 11


  The Lioness’s Cub
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  Sobrathi looked around while she walked the narrow streets of the old center of the Zyntrean capital until her eyes fell upon a tavern that had the right degree of seediness. She entered, sat at a table by herself, her back to the wall, and ordered one of three specialties the house offered. She wasn’t particularly hungry and ate only a few spoonfuls of the stew and a small piece of the loaves of dark bread that accompanied it. It wasn’t long before a young boy of about ten years joined her at the table.


  Well, the tricks seem to be still the same. Make your move, boy, and give me a performance worth my money.


  The boy looked at the almost untouched food and then at her with wistful eyes.


  “Lady, aren’t you going to finish that?”


  “Are you hungry, lad?” Sobrathi asked. “Please, sit down and help yourself, you poor boy.”


  The boy smiled at her as if she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He looked like an angel. A dirty angel. Not particularly underfed, Sobrathi noticed. She shoved the plate before him and the boy began to eat with gusto. When he had finished he hugged her, thanking her profusely, saying she was the only person who had been nice to him in more than a week, and he almost started sobbing, while his little hand expertly searched her pouch for coins. Just when he felt at least three moltars a much bigger hand grabbed his wrist in an iron grip and yanked his small paw upwards.


  “Let go of me, you fat cow,” the little angel yelped.


  “Be quiet, you little gallows’ bait,” Sobrathi hissed. “I have a business proposition. Or do you prefer I call the city guards? Remind me, which hand of little thieves do they hack off, the right one or the left?”


  The boy had turned white under his layer of grime.


  “What business proposition, old woman?” he managed to whisper.


  Sobrathi grabbed one of his pinkies and forced it backwards.


  “Be polite, little turd, or I will break all your fingers, and you won’t be able to scratch your lice-infested scalp anymore, nor pull at your little dick, let alone try to pick the pouches of defenseless ladies. Ladies, do you hear me?


  “All right, all right. Lady.”


  “Better. Now listen. Go to the leader of your nest and tell him the baroness of Burgotharr wants to speak to the Tektiranga. Do you think your puny, degenerate brain can hold that information long enough to pass it on?”


  “Yeah, yeah. No need to be hurtful, Lady. Baroness Burgomarar. Tektiranga. Got it.”


  “Burgotharr, you little maggot. Here’s two moltars. Your nest leader will want one, keep the other for yourself. Bring me the Tektiranga’s answer tomorrow. Here, around noon. There’ll be another few moltars in it for you. Now, scram.”


  The boy took her hand and planted a wet kiss on it.


  “Until tomorrow then, my beautiful lady,” he said sarcastically.


  While leaving, he turned around.


  “You’re quite nice, you know… for a fat cow,” he yelled at Sobrathi and ran out of the door, laughing loudly.
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  By now the others accepted Hemarchidas’s special status. When Anaxantis motioned the Cheridoni that he wanted to go for a walk with him, they didn’t even interrupt their conversation.


  The two friends remained silent while they made their way through the woods.


  “You seem to be preoccupied of late. Something the matter?” Hemarchidas asked when Anaxantis had sat down beneath a tree and he had joined him.


  Anaxantis moved a strand of hair out of his eyes.


  “Not really. Some decisions that have to be made, is all.”


  “You’re not worried? It's November, so that gives us at most, what, five, maybe six months before we can expect the Mukthars? I know we’re training soldiers as fast as we can, but it will not be nearly enough.”


  “Oh, but we’re not training soldiers, my friend. We’re training trainers. I fully expect those men to pass on their newly gained knowledge and abilities.”


  “To whom?”


  “Ah… I have some ideas, but first I have to solve a few other problems.”


  Anaxantis sighed. He shifted, turned and lay on his back, resting his head in Hemarchidas’s lap. For a long time neither of them spoke.


  “Does your brother at least know what you’re planning?” Hemarchidas eventually asked.


  “No. That’s one of the problems. Ehandar is falling apart. He does what he can, but he’s harming us in the long run. The worst of it is that deep in his heart he feels the situation is hopeless. So he doesn’t even try anymore. Not really.”


  “He could be a serious obstacle then?”


  “Not for long anymore.”


  Anaxantis looked up at Hemarchidas.


  “I’m going to need you guys in the coming days. There can be no division in command anymore.”


  Hemarchidas looked at the boy lying with his head in his lap. His eyes studied the handsome face surrounded by the long, golden hair and the slender body.


  What is he planning, the Cheridonian thought, while he rearranged a lock of Anaxantis’s hair. Does he want to eliminate his brother? It would be in the family tradition, and I for one would love to see that haughty cretin gone. It’s strange, though, I had the impression they were getting along just fine. Well, no matter, we’re Anaxantis’s Clan. As far as I am concerned, what he wants he gets.


  “You want to get rid of Ehandar?”


  “Not to put too fine a point on it, yes. I want him out of my way.”


  “Aren’t you forgetting Commander Tarngord? You told me yourself that your father sent him here as your nanny.”


  “Oh, I’m not afraid of Demrac. But you’re right, he could become a nuisance. And I still don’t know who betrayed us twelve years ago and how it was done. I wonder if this time they, whoever they are, will try to get to him to accomplish their aims. If need be, we’ll have to eliminate him as well.”


  “An old friend of your father. Quite an undertaking.”


  “Ah, but Father is far away and I am very near.” Anaxantis smiled. “And that’s not all I have planned. Very soon I hope to test how we function as a fighting force.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me. But I’m not telling you anything more.”


  “Oh, yes you will. I’ll torture you till you do,” Hemarchidas said, laughing, and he started tickling the prince.


  Anaxantis squirmed and wriggled, all the while uncontrollably guffawing and protesting. After a while Hemarchidas stopped.


  “Fine, I don’t want to know anyway,” he mock-pouted.


  Anaxantis wrapped his arms around him in a consoling gesture.


  “Tell you what. You’ll be the first I’ll tell when the time is there. So stop moping.”


  Which cost him a second tickling session.


  This is how his days should be filled, Hemarchidas thought. With harmless fun and laughter. Not with fighting and intrigues.


  When he stopped, Anaxantis stayed on the ground, panting. Hemarchidas leaned over him, their faces almost touching and it was only in the nick of time that he got hold of himself.


  I almost kissed him. By the Gods, I almost kissed him.


  He rose and extended his hand to Anaxantis to help him get up too.


  “Come, we better return, it’s getting darker.”


  Luckily he didn’t notice anything, Hemarchidas thought, relieved.


  Oh, Hemarchidas, Anaxantis thought while he wiped the leaves from his clothes, in another life, who knows? As things stand however…


  He smiled at his companion.


  “You’re right. Let’s return to the guys.”
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  Ehandar mulled over the laws of Portonas III and especially the Traitor’s Law. He had to admit that his grandfather had been a shrewd ruler who had rooted out all possible resistance. The Traitor’s Law was a masterfully crafted weapon to divide his potential opponents. After his accession, all who had fought at the side of Berimar IV were declared traitors and summarily executed. But the really devilish part was that all blood relations of convicted traitors were declared accomplices and stood to be executed also. The law however gave them a way out. To prove their loyalty and to distance themselves from the traitor, they could renounce their name and lineage. This gesture was supposed to mean that the one who took it abhorred the crimes of his relative so much that he didn’t even want to share the same name with him anymore. In effect it meant that the actual traitor died without heirs and that all his lands and possessions reverted to the crown. Which solved another problem, because Berimar had left the treasury completely depleted. The former relatives of the traitor, who now were literally nameless and destitute, could commend themselves into the protection of a friend. When this was explained to them by the royal notaries, it was suggested that the best friend they could hope for was His Glorious Majesty Portonas III. All the more so as it was intimated that the high king would be willing, not only to give them a new name, but also new titles and lands. This was not so much a magnanimous gesture of Portonas, as a way to prevent mass rebellion. When the victims of the law saw that those who submitted graciously were rewarded in this manner and Portonas was as good as his word, most of them got the hint.


  It gave Portonas the occasion to fundamentally rearrange the power structure of the kingdom. Old alliances between Houses were torn asunder. Second, third and even fourth sons who hadn’t stood a hope of inheriting anything but a small amount of money, now saw themselves invested with titles and lands. A great duchy, that normally would have been inherited by the eldest son, was carved up into a much smaller duchy and one, two, or three counties. Usually this left one disgruntled older brother, while the younger siblings couldn’t believe their luck. After a few chaotic years the majority of the nobility had gotten used to their new titles and became staunch supporters of the new dynasty. Those of the old nobility who had managed to stay out of this imbroglio kept as quiet as possible.


  Portonas III was very, very happy with the results of his creative legislation. With a few exceptions the Great Houses had ceased to exist. The newly rearranged nobility had more grievances against former relatives than against the king. There were no contenders anymore for the Devil’s Crown. Portonas could look back on his work with satisfaction.


  It was not every robber baron who managed to steal an entire kingdom.


  What is he planning? Ehandar thought, puzzled. Is he going to accuse the duchess-regent of treason? If he can prove that she deliberately underestimated the levy of the duchy of Landemere or misrepresented its capacity to contribute to the defense of the province, he could have a case. I should have thought of that. Purposefully weakening the defensive strength of the realm could be construed as, no, definitely is treason, high treason even. The duchess herself would face execution, and her grandson the young duke would have no other choice than to renounce his title, estate and lineage to escape being executed as well. In the meantime the duchy and all its vast resources would revert to the crown, or, in this case it’s representatives, the lord governors of the Northern Marches. Oh, I think Grandfather would have liked my little Anaxantis.
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  As she had been instructed she went to the Three Legged Dog, a tavern even seedier than the one where she and the cheeky dirty angel had met. As she had promised him she had given him three moltars.


  “That’s for your services,” she had said.


  As she had promised herself she had then slapped him across the face.


  “And that’s for the fat cow,” she had said with a genial smile, leaving a stunned little thief clamping three coins in his tiny fist and nursing a glowing red cheek with his other hand.


  She accosted the landlord.


  “My name is Sobrathi. You have a room for me,” she stated rather than asked.


  “Second floor, first door,” had come the equally sparse reply.


  The room was completely dark when she entered it, and it took a while for her eyes to adjust. Then she saw the vague contours of a slender figure.


  “Cut it out, Merrick, and open the shutters so I can see you.”


  “So harsh. I remember you as more… inviting,” a melodious voice answered.


  The shutters opened and daylight flooded into the little room. Sobrathi saw a lanky man with sharp features and a prominent nose looking smilingly at her.


  “Ha, you murderess,” he said. “I am but a poor bungling thief, but you killed my young heart, you cruel woman.”


  “Bah, you are a thief, true, but neither are you poor nor a bungler. And my dagger shattered on that stone you call a heart.” She laughed out loud. “It’s good to see you, Tektiranga.”


  “Likewise, Baroness Burgotharr. The years have been kind to you. Though there is somewhat more of you than I seem to remember. But your beauty and charm are as blinding as ever.”


  “Only you, Merrick, only you can insult a lady and flatter her at the same time.”


  “So what brings you here, besides, of course, my irresistible charm?”


  “Emelasuntha needs a little job done quickly and discreetly.”


  The Tektiranga whistled.


  “The Lioness of Torantall, the Shield of Astonema, the Maiden upon the Walls herself needs my inadequate services? Well, well. Ha, I still can see her upon the wall walks, going from sentinel to sentinel, in her long white robes, a sword at her side and her golden hair loose in the wind. An encouraging word for all she had, and she inspected every weapon herself. I swear, the whole male population, and at least half the females of the city were in love with her.”


  Sobrathi remembered all too well. Some twenty years ago Zyntrea had been the helpless prey of the Warring Barons who disputed the royal authority. Emelasuntha’s father had been forced at last to take the field against them, and while he was far away with his army a rebel force had threatened the capital. The city prefect, with scant troops at his disposal, had wanted to surrender Torantall to the advancing insurgents. Emelasuntha, all of sixteen years at the time, had somehow got wind of his intentions and her fury had been indomitable. Followed by the Royal Guard and with little Kurtigaill, her brother, in tow she had burst into the council room where the prefect, a few officers and some city council members were discussing the terms they would offer.


  “You miserable worm,” she had thundered, “you stinking rat, how dare you plot the surrender of my city to the enemy in my own palace?”


  “Your Royal Highness, this is no place for girls,” the city prefect had replied haughtily. “You don’t understand these things.”


  “I understand that you are a coward and a traitor.”


  She had turned to the Royal Guard.


  “Men, arrest that sorry lot, and kill everyone of them who tries to resist.”


  The prefect had protested. In vain. Held in check by the soldiers of the Royal Guard, there was nothing he or the others could do.


  “Strip that pathetic excuse for a man.”


  “Your Highness…” the city prefect had protested in horror as the first smirking soldiers began to tear his clothes from his body.


  “Shut your treasonous trap before I cut your balls off with my own hands,” the princess had hissed, most unladylike.


  Minutes later, as naked as the day he was born, the city prefect, encouraged by slaps with the broad side of a soldier’s sword on his buttocks, was marched out of the room, out of the palace, into the streets and unto the Great Market. Emelasuntha had climbed the stairs of the Council House with her soldiers, her little brother and her hapless prisoner. On the highest point, clearly visible, she had started addressing the mass of people who had gathered in the meantime. She had vilified the traitors and especially the city prefect, who she had grabbed by the hair, yanking his head down which forced him into an undignified posture with his rear end in the air, to add to his already humiliating condition. She had exhorted the people by giving them the choice between seeing their homes burned to cinders, seeing their daughters and sons raped and gutted by the barbarian mercenaries of the Warring Barons, or resisting with every drop of energy that was in them and every implement they could find that could serve to hack, stab or beat an enemy. Howling they had chosen the latter. With a kick in his butt she had made the prefect stumble down the stairs and told the people to do with him as they saw fit for a traitor who had tried to sell them as slaves. Late in the afternoon his unrecognizable, bloody remains had been found and thrown over the walls into the river. By that time the rest of the traitors hung by their necks from the city gates.


  She had organized the defense of the city, had rallied every citizen, male and female, of fifteen years and older and made them man the walls. She had ordered that all children from ten and upwards were to help and assist as much as they could. She had given the example herself, and not a day went by or she was seen patrolling the walls herself. She had forced young Kurtigaill, the crown prince, to haul water and food to the sentinels for hours on end each day.


  When the rebel army had arrived before Torantall and found the gates firmly closed, they had laid siege to the capital. After three months the food in the city was almost depleted, but a contagious disease broke out in the camp of the besiegers. After a week of this the Warring Barons had to abandon the siege and marched off. The citizens of Torantall thanked the Goddess Astonema and her representative, Emelasuntha.


  Sobrathi, already a close friend of the princess, had witnessed most of this first hand. She had also experienced her first crush, made more romantic and intense by the constant threat of destruction and death, and nights spent together on the walls with the campfires of the besiegers as background. This first love had died as soon as the immediate danger had passed, as a result of the enormous difference in social standing and the physical distance that was caused by her friendship with a restless, traveling princess.


  With a deep sigh Sobrathi returned to the present, and when her eyes focused she saw Merrick looking amused at her.


  “I see that like me you retain fond memories of those days,” the Tektiranga smiled.


  “Yes, a pity they are gone forever, but gone they are,” Sobrathi said, suddenly all businesslike again.


  “So, what is it the queen wants to have done?” Merrick asked, picking up on her change of mood.


  “Emelasuntha wants a certain doctor to be discreetly brought to her new residence.”


  “I take it that this person would have to be, eh, encouraged.”


  “Not only that. Nobody must ever know that he was transported or whereto.”


  “In other words, he must simply vanish from the earth. Well, that is perfectly feasible. Has the queen… how shall I put this?”


  “As usual the queen would be very grateful. You have a choice. She is willing to pay you in coin or in royal pardons. Three for immediate release in the case of accusations that don’t carry the death penalty. Plus one royal pardon for accusations that do carry the death penalty. Immediate release and immunity in said case. All to use at your own discretion. I’m sure you can see how that last one could come in handy for your own use. Sooner or later your scrawny neck is bound to be on the line.”


  “Hm. May I ask why the Maiden on the Walls wants this person to disappear?”


  Sobrathi thought for a moment.


  “I don’t see why not,” she said eventually. “He was an accomplice in an attempt to poison her son.”


  The Tektiranga whistled again.


  “Woe the man who touches the Lioness’s Cub.”
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  Late in the afternoon Ehandar had ordered his horse saddled and had ridden out of Lorseth Castle. Once out of the camp he spurred his horse into a gallop, standing in his stirrups. He stopped at the ruins of the watchtower and dismounted panting. He felt a strange relationship with the dilapidated building that stood abandoned and lonely on its hill, surveying the surrounding landscape. He wished Gorth were there. He seemed to be better at making decisions when his friend was around. Just talking to him cleared and ordered his mind. But he didn’t expect Gorth to be back before next week, and by then it would be too late. Anaxantis would have moved out.


  How can I convince him to stay? His main concern seems to be that our relationship could impede his effectiveness as lord governor. And he seems set on standing his ground till the last possible moment. Eventually he will come to see what I know already. That it is of no use. That it never was of any use. That we were dealt a rotten deal. As long as he doesn’t see that, his pride will prevent him from calling it quits. As long as he wants to stay in the game, he will see our relationship as a threat to his chances of winning. I obviously can’t remove him from the game, but maybe I could remove myself. What if I were to resign as lord governor? Leave it all to him? Surely, that would satisfy him. He gets complete control over the ship, sinking though it may be, and I cease to be a threat to his authority. There would be no reason anymore for him to move out. I’ll keep myself in the background. I’ll be like a private citizen, in no way connected to his official functions. He’ll have his hands free to organize the defense and I mine to prepare for our inevitable retreat. It will be like he once said. A division of tasks. Then, when disaster strikes and flight is the only remaining option, all will be ready. I’ll send Gorth back to Soranza to buy an estate and to prepare everything for our arrival. He’ll probably be in shock by defeat and failure, but I will be ready to look after him.
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  When he arrived back at Lorseth Castle, Ehandar felt a lot better. His mind was made up, his path was clear. He mounted the stairs with a light step.


  Anaxantis was sitting in the big chair by the hearth.


  “Make room for me, will you? I think I have a solution so that you won’t have to move out.”


  He smiled confidently at the surprised reaction of his brother.


  “Ehandar… That would be wonderful, but I don’t see how.”


  Ehandar sat down and dragged his brother half onto his lap.


  “Then let me explain. What if I were to tell you I would resign as lord governor? That would leave you in complete control. Let’s face it, I’m no good at this governorship-thing anyway. Our private life here and your obligations as lord governor would be completely separate. Since I wouldn’t be involved anymore in official business, there is no risk of, eh, awkward situations or embarrassing questions.”


  His heart sank when he saw Anaxantis look at him with a mixture of sadness and disappointment.


   “It’s very good of you, that you want to do this, and don’t think that I am ungrateful… but it’s simply not enough.” Anaxantis looked thoroughly unhappy at him. “You can see that, can’t you? You would still be a prince of Ximerion. At any moment a group of officers could challenge my position and demand to reinstate you. They could even use you as a weapon against me. So, it would solve a private problem, sort of anyway, and immediately create a much more dangerous one on another level. Sorry, but thank you nevertheless for proposing it.”


  Come, the next step is self-evident, Anaxantis thought.


  “No, as much as I hate to do it, by the end of the week I move out,” he added sadly.


  Ehandar saw the deep furrows on his brow and felt Anaxantis’s hand pressing his, as if to hold onto him against all hope. He himself felt as if the world had again begun to spin around him. He had been prepared to fade into the background and now it appeared that even that would not suffice. But what else was there?


  What do you want from me? he thought becoming more and more desperate. Don’t you see I am prepared to do anything to keep you with me? I love you. I am yours and there is nothing I can do about that. And I owe you, by the Gods, I owe you.


  As if he felt Ehandar’s despair, Anaxantis put his arm around his neck and drew closer to him. Ehandar shivered at the sudden intimacy and the all too real possibility of losing it forever. When Anaxantis kissed him softly on the cheek, it came to him. Feverishly he thought it over, tried to estimate all consequences, but gave up and decided, on the spur of the moment and under the pressure of the unbearable prospect of being abandoned by what was undoubtedly the love of his life, to take the plunge.


  “Listen, my love,” he whispered, “I can’t bear to be separated from you and I’ll do anything to prevent that from happening. As it happens I read Grandfather’s Traitor’s Law. I suppose you want to use it against the duchess-regent of Landemere. Very clever of you. But we ourselves can use it as well. I will not only resign my commission as lord governor, but I will also renounce my lineage—”


  “Ehandar, no. I can’t let you do that. You’ll lose everything.”


  “Oh, brother, how easy it turned out to be,” Anaxantis thought sadly. “It took almost nothing to goad you to this point, and now you will talk yourself deeper and deeper into your own downfall. And to think that I don’t even know whether I could have gone through with it.”


  Ehandar kissed him on the lips.


  “Shush, I know you love me, and I myself have often enough said that I love you too. But words are cheap, so let me prove it to you. The law allows me to commend myself to your protection, and that is exactly what I’ll do.”


  He smiled encouragingly at his brother who looked doubtfully at him.


  “You see, you can move to wherever you want. You’ll have to take me with you. So, why not stay here?”


  “No, definitely no. I don’t want the responsibility.”


  “Anaxantis, you already own my heart, so you might as well have all the rest too. How could I be safer and more secure than in the hands of the one who loves me? It will be all right, I know.”


  “And in a few months it won’t make any difference anyway,” Ehandar thought. “Once we’re in Soranza neither our titles nor our lineage will matter one bit.”


  “Just promise me you’ll stay here. With me,” he added softly.


  “Ehandar, I don’t know what to say. But if you’re sure, I’m certain we can make it work.”


  “That’s settled then.”


  “Think again, Ehandar. Think carefully, what you’re getting yourself into. It is a monumental decision.”


  Ehandar shrugged.


  “I don’t have to think. I love you and I have an outstanding debt to you. If this is what you want, this is what you get.”


  The gray-blue eyes looked inquisitively at him.


  Later, when they were in bed, Ehandar was more than ever sure that he had made the right decision. Anaxantis’s love making was so hungry, so needy that Ehandar knew that his little brother had dreaded the separation at least as much as he had, probably even more. It felt like handling an over-enthusiastic puppy. To Ehandar it was intense and unconditional love, unabashed, shameless. It was almost being in Soranza.


  Afterwards, his mind at ease and his body satisfied, Ehandar fell almost immediately asleep. Anaxantis, on the other hand, lay awake for hours, staring into the near dark, once in a while looking at the vague shape of the body sleeping so peacefully beside him.


  Once this is done, I own you.
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  Chapter 12


  Fall of the Eagle
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  Birnac Maelar had become a doctor, not because of false sentiments like an urge to help people or to alleviate their suffering, but because his father was also a physician. One with rich patients. That didn’t mean he didn’t take good care of the people who entrusted their health to him. On the contrary, as dead people tended not to pay, he tried to keep them alive and happy as long as possible. He was good at what he did because he had a genuine interest in the workings of the human body.


  A few years ago a powerful organization had made him a very attractive offer. The money was nice, but he had inherited both his father’s fortune and his rich patients since, so he felt himself to be in a position to negotiate some extra benefits. Soon after they had come to a mutually satisfactory agreement, he began to see a dramatic increase in his noble patients. They all seemed to be urged on by their spouses to consult him. In fact, nowadays he had so many titled patients with whom he was on familiar terms that he had begun to think of himself as a noble. He had the money, the upbringing, the culture, the lifestyle and even the lands. He just lacked the title itself.


  He was in his late thirties and had always taken good care of himself, but was still unmarried. Of late it had become an obsession of his to acquire the lacking title by marrying a noble woman. He didn’t very much care how she would look. Essentially he wanted her for breeding purposes, to start his own noble house. He knew enough impoverished aristocrats with more female offspring than common sense. But even they would refuse him their daughters without those all-important letters patent that would ennoble him and give him a coat of arms.


  Recently one of his noble patients, in whom he had confided, had agreed to help him in return for some much-needed financial assistance. No wonder it was with pleasant thoughts that this particular evening he stood on the balcony of the master bedroom of his country estate. His mind was occupied with the pleasant task of designing his crest when a blow on the head knocked him out and a figure, completely clad in black, caught him in his arms.


  His arms and legs were bound tightly, and then he was wrapped in a piece of dark cloth. The men lowered him on a rope over the balcony. Two other men, equally clad in black, seized the package and disappeared with it in the night. Except for the dull whack on the head, none of them had made a sound. None of them had spoken a word.
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  The moment Marak Theroghall had arrived at the family estate, some twenty miles from Dermolhea, he went to his private apartments. When he entered the hall he unclasped his mantle and let it fall. Before it reached the ground a servant had hastily scrambled by and intercepted it. Without looking at what happened behind him, he ordered the servant to call the barber. It was late in the afternoon, and although he had shaved that morning, already black stubbles had begun showing on his cheeks and chin. He hated it with a passion, just like he hated his dry, wiry, black hair. The girls didn’t seem to mind though, especially once they realized he was a Theroghall, an heir of one of the Forty.


  Cleanly shaven, he felt refreshed when he went to the study of his father, Marak senior. While opening the door he absentmindedly knocked on it.


  “The purpose of knocking is announcing yourself. It is quite useless when you are already entering,” Marak senior said matter-of-factly, without looking up from the parchment upon which he had been writing.


  He sat at a vast wooden desk. Behind him hung an enormous painting that depicted the claim to fame of the Theroghalls. On the left the city of Dermolhea could be seen, with sturdy, high stone walls, surrounded by a moat. The center of the painting was dominated by a swarthy man, who stood on the bridge over the trench, sword drawn, calmly waiting for the army that could be seen on the right side. Legend had it that the first Marak Theroghall who came to fame had single-handedly defended the bridge against the army of a coalition of barons who wanted to erase Dermolhea from the face of the earth. Wounded in more than twenty-five places he had held on until reinforcements came.


  Except for the dark complexion of our forebear it is all fake, Marak junior thought.


  He hated the painting as much as his father seemed to love it. In the second century after the End of the Darkening, Dermolhea had been nothing more than a few villages, hamlets really, surrounded by an earthen wall. The stone bridge in the painting would in reality have amounted to a few planks thrown over a narrow rivulet. The mighty army nothing more than a band of thugs. The conflict could easily have been about a cattle raid. Certainly not the lofty cause of Dermolhea defending the free citizens against the oppressive nobility, as official lore had it.


  Marak senior laid his quill down and smiled.


  “So, you decided to take a few days off from the defense of the realm and visit your old father?”


  “I doubt that my absence will make any difference to the realm, one way or the other, but, yes, I wanted to see you. And by the way, you’re hardly old at thirty-four.”


  Marak senior grinned.


  “Yes, you’re right, I suppose. You have a young father. Had your grandfather lived on he would be barely fifty, you know. Which reminds me. I was sixteen when you were born and you are eighteen, almost nineteen, and not even betrothed.”


  “Yes, yes, my children will have an old dotard for a father. Time enough. Who knows, I might be infertile and that will be the end of the proud line of Theroghalls.”


  He looked defiantly at his father.


  “Eh… no. You’re not and it won’t.” Marak senior chuckled.


  “What do you mean?” Marak junior asked, suddenly suspicious, even slightly alarmed.


  “You remember that young maid, Tynia? The one with the white teeth, the big smile and the rosy cheeks?”


  Marak junior blushed.


  “You knew?” he asked, fazed.


  “Knew? My dear boy, your mother and I chose her. I couldn’t very well take you to a whorehouse now, could I?”


  “I was twelve.”


  Marak senior shrugged.


  “We had to know. After you were born, we only had your three sisters. All the more reason to make sure that—”


  “—your only son and heir could continue the line?”


  “Well, you didn’t seem to mind. She told us you were quite enthusiastic, once she had shown—”


  “You asked her?” Marak junior shouted.


  “Like I said, we had to make sure that your inclinations, eh, were conducive to the propagation of, eh—”


  “Oh, shut up. And then you let her disappear?”


  “You make it sound so sinister. It wouldn’t do to let you fall in love with her for real now, would it? Besides, you got her pregnant. So we shipped her back to her village. We take good care of her. She hasn’t a worry in the world. And not to forget, a thriving six-year-old son with black, black hair. They’re very happy, or so I’m told.”


  Marak junior had listened with growing astonishment and he thought back to all the nights he had agonized after Tynia had so mysteriously disappeared.


  “So, you see, all our worries were laid to rest. Not to mention that, if the worst came to the worst, you could legitimize the little bastard. As a last resort, mind you. It has been done before, in the best Houses, to save the family name from extinction. No, we were quite satisfied with the result. Oh, and with you, of course.”


  “I’m glad my… performance pleased you.”


  “I’m going to pretend that I didn’t hear that sarcastic tone,” Marak senior smiled indulgently. “To be honest, we can’t afford to be sentimental or prudish in these questions. We have an obligation to our name and to history.”


  “Setting aside my personal plight, don’t you see how hypocritical that makes us?”


  “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Oh Father… We live in this pretend world of days long gone by, where we are the valiant fighters for the rights of the free citizens against the barbaric aristocrats who want to enslave us. But we surround ourselves with servants who we expect to anticipate our every whim. We make sure to respect the democratic forms, but our seats in the City Council are as good as hereditary and the so-called elections are only a formality. In private meetings and the closed banquets of the Forty we call ourselves the Merchant-Princes of Dermolhea and the people the many, or worse, the breeders. Actually, we take more pride in our lineage than kings. Even Anaxantis has a more sober view on his fami—”


  “Anaxantis? As in Prince Anaxantis? As in one of the lord governors? Since when are you on a first name basis with a noble?” Marak senior asked, suddenly far less indulgent sounding.


  “Since he asked me to be his friend. Since I noticed that he cares more about the defense of Dermolhea than that bunch of drunkards we sent to Lorseth. Or, for that matter, than you and the rest of the council, that fat mayor Uppam Fraleck included. Since he asked me why the Forty, who used to be more than a match for any force sent against them, left the city to the Mukthars and fled with their tails between—”


  “That’s quite enough of that,” Marak senior barked. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Then enlighten me. What happened? Anaxantis wants to know and what Anaxantis wants, Anaxantis usually gets. And once he knows he’ll tell me, but I’d rather hear it from you.”


  Marak senior went over to a table and opened a flask from which he filled two dark green glasses with a thick, sweet wine. He pointed to two armchairs by the fireplace and gave one glass to his son.


  “Very well, I’ll tell you all I know, though it is not very much,” he said when they were both seated. “Of course the Forty knew the Mukthars were coming. Our caravans use the Plains for their trade with Zyntrea, rather than having to pay the dues every city state levies for crossing their territory. As you know, the most important families have, let’s say, an understanding with a gang of robbers that operates on the Renuvian Plains. We don’t look too closely at their activities and they leave our caravans, our nevertheless heavily protected caravans, alone. It is a delicate balance. If we were to take action against them, we could make life very difficult for them. They know that. To sweeten the deal a bit more we pay them. Nominally, we pay them for information.”


  “I know. It’s despicable. The Forty pay a gang of robbers to be left alone.”


  “No, not the Forty, not all of them. Only the major Houses do. The others take their chances. And there is nothing despicable about it. It is just business, that’s all. Anyway, it’s why we knew the Mukthars were coming. We learned they were approaching on the first of the month. I personally sent word of the imminent threat to the then lord governor, the count of Whingomar. Of course we had, then as now, our sources in Lorseth. So I know for a fact that my message was received the next day, and although it was by then late in the afternoon, Whingomar gave orders for the general mobilization of the army. He also ordered a fast cavalry unit to be formed to act as a vanguard. It was supposed to leave for Dermolhea that same evening. A few hours later the order was canceled. Whingomar retired to the tower of Lorseth Castle and didn’t emerge until late the following day. Preparations to march continued, but there was no sense of urgency anymore. On the fourth Uppam received a letter from Whingomar. He shared it with the council, which he had convened for an emergency meeting. It was a very strange letter. Formally the lord governor stated that everything was being done to assure that the army would be in full strength to intercept the advancing barbarians. But, and this is the strange part, he urged Uppam to take precautions in the event that all his efforts wouldn’t suffice and advised him to take himself and his family to safety on his estates, as they lay behind what the army looked upon as the second line of defense.”


  “That amounts to saying, ‘Get out while the going is still good,’ doesn’t it?”


  “Precisely. And that is exactly what happened. The meeting of the council ended in chaos. Everybody understood that the army wouldn’t arrive in time. To give the man his due, Uppam tried to rally them, to rouse them even, to start organizing the defense. While he still wasn’t done addressing them, already several council members were leaving, their minds made up that flight was the only option. By the sixth most of the Forty and several of the minor merchant families had left the city.”


  “And so, you simply gave up,” Marak junior spat.


  “No. No, we didn’t,” his father protested. “Uppam, myself and a few others stayed and we tried to prepare the city for a siege. We reckoned that if we could hold out for a week, or even a few days, that would be enough for the army to come to our rescue. But it was no use. Everything around us broke down and crumbled. Messengers we sent to the city gates never returned. Appeals to the population to man the walls had no effect. We couldn’t even close the gates. Too many people wanted to get out and they threatened to kill the guards if they didn’t let them through. And still we didn’t give up. Uppam and myself didn’t sleep during the sixth nor the seventh. With the few men — and there were pitifully few of them left by then — who didn’t want to surrender the city to the enemy without a blow, we did what we could. Weapons were distributed. The walls were divided into sectors and captains were appointed to take command of each of them. Further appeals were made to those who stayed to report to the captains. It all amounted to so little…”


  “So, in the end it all came to nothing?”


  “In the early evening of the seventh Uppam received a visitor who showed him some parchments. Credentials, I suppose. They retired in the mayor’s private office. I could hear Uppam shouting from time to time, but I couldn’t make out what he was going on about. Half an hour later the visitor left. When I entered his office, Uppam sat behind his desk, a broken man. The army wasn’t coming. Not now. Not in a week. The army wasn’t coming at all. They were just going to prevent the Mukthars from penetrating further inland.”


  “Who was that visitor? Who had sent him?”


  “I don’t know. Uppam never told me. After a few cups of wine, he simply said that it was no use anymore. We could have hoped to hold out for a few days. A week at the most. Maybe. We certainly couldn’t stand a prolonged siege without help from outside. He said he was going home, and leaving the city himself the next day and urged me to do the same. It would be all right, he added. The city might burn, but the Forty wouldn’t lose one copper sarth in the process. He guaranteed it. What was I to do? I was twenty-two years old and I had a young family. You were six and your oldest sister was four. Was I to send you here, to our estate, to safety and stay behind myself? Why? To die a useless death when we were abandoned by those who should have protected us? When my peers had already fled?”


  Marak junior looked at his father and suddenly realized that he still agonized over the decision he had eventually taken, all those years ago.


  “No,” he said softly, “it seems you have done all you could possibly do. There is no shame in running when the situation is desperate and to hope to fight another day.”


  “Still, it was not an easy decision to make. I waited until I was sure Uppam had passed the city gates, before we took the road to safety. I can truly say that I was the last of the Forty to leave. There should be some comfort in that, but, really, there isn’t. Not much, anyway.”


  


  [image: ]


  The first thing he noticed when he woke up was that he had a splitting headache. The second that his mouth was dry and that his tongue felt like old leather. Birnac Maelar had been a doctor long enough to guess that the first symptom was caused by a blow on the head and probably drugs, administered later. The second symptom was caused by severe dehydration. Then he noticed the distinct smell of manure.


  He opened his eyes and startled in an upright position, or that was what he tried, because he bumped his head against a low ceiling of metal latticework. He looked around and found himself locked in a metal cage, completely naked, together with three pigs, slightly larger than himself. The height of the cage permitted him to move around, but only on hands and knees. Two troughs, one with water and one with leaves of some kind of vegetable. He crawled to the one with water and although it looked none too fresh, he dipped his lips into it and drank from it. His thirst alleviated, he began to study his surroundings. The cage was fastened to the stone floor of some kind of barn. In what little light that came through a few small windows he could see that there was another cage with enormous black swine. Against a wall stood some typical farming instruments.


  Once he had gotten used to his surroundings, panic struck. Where was he? Who had brought him here and why? And who dared to treat the great Doctor Maelar, practically a noble, like this? But the fact that he was locked up, naked, in a cage with swine meant that whoever was responsible was very likely not impressed with his social standing. He shouted to try to get the attention of someone, anyone. After several attempts, he gave up and decided to wait. Sooner or later someone had to come in to take care of the pigs. And him.


  Suddenly he felt sharp pangs of hunger. He must have been out of it for days. The leaves in the second trough appeared to be cabbage. Birnac didn’t digest cabbage too well, even cooked. Still, since there was nothing else to be had, he selected a few leaves that seemed reasonably clean and gingerly began munching on one. It tasted bitter, but it was better than nothing at all, and as a doctor he knew he had to eat something. As he had expected the raw cabbage leaves gave him stomach cramps.


  After an hour or so he noticed that his meal had another unfortunate effect. It made him uncontrollably flatulent. Every few minutes he had to release a thunderous, foul-smelling wind. The first times his cohabitants looked up, but they soon got used to the noise.


  Looking through gaps in a wooden wall, Emelasuntha watched her prisoner with some fascination.


  It’s sobering really, she thought, how easy it is to reduce a human being to the state of an animal. You just take away some paraphernalia like clothing and put him in another environment. I bet that if I were to keep him there for a few months he would simply adapt to the swine lifestyle. A pity, but I haven’t got the time to experiment. But a few days, well, they are necessary to take his hope away and mollify his spirit.


  Once a day a man came into the barn and without speaking threw a few buckets of water over the cage. The floor was slightly tilted, which made the excrements, his and those of the swine, flow into a gutter at the front of the cage. Then the man replenished the water in one trough and the cabbage leaves in the other. Cabbage leaves, always cabbage leaves. Birnac tried to speak to the man. He shouted, he cried, he promised him anything, everything, just for telling him where he was, but the man could as well have been deaf for all the reaction he got.


  All the while he had to compete with the swine for the cabbage.
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  Anaxantis had preferred to go himself to the offices of the clerks. The head had received him, astonished and a bit uneasy that one of the lord governors had deigned to come to their stuffy rooms. It was still called the offices of the clerks, but in fact all administration of the Northern Marches was to be found there. When Anaxantis asked for someone with a legal background, the head had hesitatingly advised him to speak with a young man, called Tomar Parmingh.


  “Undisciplined and often defiant of authority, My Lord, but without a doubt a brilliant legal mind. In fact, that we were lucky enough to get him was because his unruly tongue has brought him in difficulties several times. Otherwise, who knows, he would probably be something higher up in the Royal Administration. He is an officially accredited notary, after all,” he explained while he led the way to Tomar’s office.


  Once the head had introduced Tomar to Anaxantis he had left the office and discreetly closed the door behind him, after giving his underling a last stern look. The notary was a young man in his late twenties, with a sharp face and short blond hair. He seemed to wear a permanent expression of mild surprise, mingled with just a smidgen of disdain, on his face. His brown eyes looked curiously into a world they seemed to find a bit distasteful.


  He bade the lord governor to sit down.


  Since there was no way to broach the subject delicately, Anaxantis told him right out that he wanted documents drafted for an official renunciation of lineage under the laws promulgated by Portonas III. Tomar had looked blankly at him, but Anaxantis could almost see his mind working at top speed.


  “And I want them by late afternoon. I want this done and over with quickly. The official renunciation is to take place this evening.”


  Before he has the chance to change his mind.


  “Very well, My Lord, that should be no problem, though it was a long, long time ago since the last renunciation of lineage took place.” He looked Anaxantis directly in the eyes. “However, the laws are still on the books. Who is renouncing his lineage?”


  He took a quill and a scrap of parchment to take notes and sat down behind his desk.


  “My brother.”


  Tomar startled and looked up in surprise, but a second later his expression was completely neutral and professional again.


  “He gives himself into the hands of the king, I suppose?”


  “No, in mine.”


  Now, it was with downright, clearly visible admiration that Tomar looked up to the young lord governor. He permitted a thin, dry smile to flicker for an instant on his face, but that was all Anaxantis needed to notice it.


  “There should at least be a minimal reason for the renunciation.”


  “My brother feels he is not up to the responsibilities and the tasks his rank requires of him,” Anaxantis whispered, almost inaudible.


  “Yes, I see. Have you given it any thought what is to become of the assets of, eh, your brother? You are aware that they revert to the crown, unless you have taken appropriate measures?”


  Anaxantis blushed.


  Damn. I forgot all about that. That his estates would be lost couldn’t be prevented, but his liquid assets. Damn. Damn. I should have thought about that. Too late. I cannot postpone the renunciation.


  As it seemed that Anaxantis was debating whether he would ask further questions, Tomar decided to volunteer some advice.


  “If the person in question has easily movable assets… oh, well, money, we could still arrange something by being, eh, creative with the date. If certain transactions were agreed upon and concluded yesterday, that would be perfectly legal. Even if they reached the bank at Ormidon much later. Ormidon is far away, after all. It wouldn’t even require the express consent of the concerned party. His seal would be sufficient. I could draft such a document. But, of course, you are the only one of us to know the true intent of your brother.”


  “I see. I’ll ask him. But to cover all eventualities it is probably sensible to prepare such a document.”


  “Very good, the drafts will be ready by noon. You can look them over before the actual documents are written out.”


  Anaxantis thought for a few moments.


  “Bring the drafts to me at the training grounds in the woods. I will send one of my guards to come and get you.”


  When Tomar, carrying a leather shoulder bag, arrived at the clearing in the woods he was immediately spotted by the lord governor, who motioned him to approach. He and some friends had clearly been exercising, judging by his flushed face.


  “Everything is ready?” Anaxantis asked while he dipped his hands in a bucket of ice cold water and wiped his face.


  “Yes, I have the drafts here, for your inspection.”


  Tomar tapped his shoulder bag.


  Anaxantis dried his face with a towel.


  “Follow me,” he said.


  They went to sit under a tree where they had an overview of the clearing, but could not be heard by the others. Tomar handed the lord governor the drafts. Anaxantis studied them carefully.


  “That seems to be in order, Master Parmingh,” he said at last with some sadness creeping in his voice.


  Tomar, who had noticed, looked up in surprise.


  “Second thoughts, My Lord? Sorry… it is not my place—”


  “No, it’s all right. And no, not exactly second thoughts, but it seems all so… so final.”


  Tomar thought for a while.


  “Every law that was ever made can be undone. The renunciation can be revoked, I suppose, but only by the high king himself.”


  Anaxantis sighed. He handed the drafts back to Tomar.


  “Take note, please. I want some people summoned for this evening at the great hall in the tower of Lorseth Castle.”


  Tomar took a wax tablet and a bone stylus out of his leather bag. When he was ready, Anaxantis dictated a list of names to him.


  “See to it that they all get this, eh, invitation.”


  That’s quite a lot of witnesses, Tomar thought. Yet it seems as if he is doing this against his better judgment. No, it is as if he wished he wouldn’t have to do this, yet somehow feels compelled to go through with it. No, that’s not it either. I can’t put my finger on it.


  “On a totally different subject, have you any experience or insight in the finances of the army and the tax revenues of the city of Dermolhea?” Anaxantis asked.


  “There should be copies of reports of both in the archives, though neither fall under the direct jurisdiction of the lord governor.”


  “Could you give me an estimate of what the army costs on a yearly basis?”


  “Not to the last sarth, not even to a few thousand rioghals, but a rough estimate should be fairly easy to calculate.”


  “And the yearly tax revenues of Dermolhea of, say, twelve years ago?”


  “That should be even easier and a lot more accurate. If I remember correctly, we should have a copy of the report of the tax collectors to the Royal Treasury. There will be nothing to calculate. The totals should be right there.”


  “Good. You will be officiating as the notary at the renunciation this evening. Come half an hour early and bring me those figures, please.”
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  The High King sank back into his easy chair by the fire. He had just finished reading the last report his friend Dem had sent him and mulled over its content.


  Whatever is happening at the northern border? First, as I expected, Ehandar takes complete control, then he relinquishes it again, and now he seems to have let himself be demoted to a factotum for his little brother. If Dem is to be believed he does nothing more than occupy himself with the day-to-day drudgery of the Northern Marches. Meanwhile little Anaxantis is frantically building his own fighting unit. He keeps his own counsel and ignores Dem to the point of not even consulting him anymore.


  The High King rose and went over to a nearby table to pour himself a cup of spiced wine. Returning to the fireplace he smiled.


  Well, I suppose I should be proud of the little guy. Although it is a little worrying that I still haven’t got a man in place in his inner circle. I can only guess what his next move will be. It appears he will try to resist the Mukthars, but by now he must see that his forces are inadequate. The only resource he hasn’t tried yet is the duchy of Landemere. Ha, I’d like to see him try to wring something more than some alms out of old Athildis. He’ll be lucky if he gets a few copper sarths for his trouble. And then, my dear son, you have played your last card.


  He drank deep from his cup.


  Maybe I shouldn’t be so hasty. After all he is not only a Tanahkos. That vitriol that passes for blood that he got from his mother also runs through his veins. The Gods and Goddesses alone know what that infernal witch has passed on to her son. By Zardok, that woman can hate. With an all-devouring, unflinching passion. At least I’m rid of her. A pity she escaped, but on the other hand, she’s powerless in Soranza and even farther away from the center of government. Let her plot and rot, for all I care.


  So, Anaxantis seems to determine what’s happening in the North. What was that motto again he chose? Something wimpy… Ah, yes. Maktra Va Derimar. Loyalty Binds Me. Is that how you oblige people to yourself? A clever trick. It seems to have worked on his older brother at least. There is no doubt in my mind that there will come a time that Ehandar will rue the day he put his trust in Emelasuntha’s young.


  All in all it’s safe to say that Ehandar is no longer in the running for the Devil’s Crown. Anaxantis on the other hand has proven that he is good with people. For better and for worse. He may even prove to be a leader. But does he have what it takes to be a ruler? Is he a statesman? We’ll know soon enough. He must at least begin to suspect what is in the best interest of the realm by now.


  He stood up to refill his cup.


  And if not, he thought, smiling to himself, there is always Dem and the secret charter to prevent him from doing any damage. It takes just one order from me. In that case he will at least have learned that to rule is to foresee.
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  “Is everything ready?” Anaxantis asked.


  Hemarchidas nodded.


  “They’re installing the anvil as we speak, and the notary has just arrived. You wanted to see him?”


  “Yes, send him in, please.”


  Hemarchidas left the war room and Tomar entered.


  “The documents are prepared, My Lord, and I have the calculations you asked for. But something occurred to me. You do realize that your brother did most of the administrative tasks that go with the governorship?”


  “I knew that, of course, I just hadn’t realized that I would have to do them. That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”


  “Exactly. It is not my department, nor my responsibility, so I kept quiet, but the fact is that the clerks there are a lazy bunch and made your brother do the work they should have done.”


  “How so?”


  “They just gave him the parchments in the order they came in, without preparing them.”


  “Preparing them?”


  “Yes, they should not only have opened them, but they should have ordered them according to subject and made a summary of each. That way your brother — you, from now on — would only have to read the summary and the most important pieces. What takes about three hours each day could be handled in about twenty, thirty minutes. If you wish…”


  Anaxantis looked utterly astounded at Tomar. He suddenly realized how dependent a lord governor was on his administration. They could bury important stuff in mountains of trivial documents. A good and dependable administration, on the other hand, could make his work not only much lighter, but also more efficient and effective.


  “I see,” he said pensively. “I think you and I ought to have a long talk. I would like to hear more about your ideas. I also want to know more about how you came to be stationed here, at the end of the world, instead of running your own department in the Royal Administration. Tomorrow around noon? You know the place by now.”


  Smart boy. He recognizes talent when he sees it, Tomar thought. That alone gives him an edge. This could be mutually beneficial. My floundering career could get a second breath, and I know so many ins and outs of the legal system and the administration that I can be invaluable to him. I’ll make sure he doesn’t regret it, and for the rest I can but hope that it isn’t true what they say about the gratitude of princes.


  “Of course, My Lord. I’ll be there.”


  He laid a piece of parchment on the table.


  “This is a comparison between the cost of keeping the army in the field for a year and what the revenues of the taxes would have been for seven years, beginning 1440. There is a third number. That is what the Royal Treasury has contributed to the reconstruction of the city after the sack.”


  For the second time Anaxantis looked surprised at him.


  “I didn’t ask for that last figure.”


  “No, but it is what you wanted, isn’t it? I just took the liberty of, eh, completing your instructions.”


  By the Gods, I hope I have guessed right.


  “It is exactly what I need. But how did you know?”


  Tomar shrugged.


  “It is the duty of a good assistant to know such things. It wasn’t too difficult to guess that you wanted to compare costs in two variants of events.”


  “Summarize your conclusions. I hope you don’t mind me throwing your own words back at you.” Anaxantis smiled. “Didn’t you say I should have my administration make summaries?”


  Tomar grinned briefly.


  “Indeed, I did. Roughly speaking, keeping the army in the field for a year costs about three times as much as the net revenues in taxes for seven years of Dermolhea, plus the total amount of the reconstruction aid.”


  “Ha. The army was kept in the field for only eight months. And there are other factors—”


  “Anaxantis, it is time,” Hemarchidas interrupted, entering the room.


  “We’ll finish this tomorrow, master Parmingh. We have another task waiting for us.”


  It was in deep thought that Anaxantis left the war room on his way to the great hall.
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  The moment he entered the great hall through a side door, Ehandar knew he was about to make what could very well be the biggest mistake of his whole life. He had expected Anaxantis, a notary and two witnesses. He had hoped to put his seal quickly on a few documents and be done with it in about five minutes. In the hall were at least thirty men. Anaxantis sat at the great table with Hemarchidas on his left side. The commander was there and all the generals. Farther down the hall, standing, were the members of their staff and some captains. At the main doors stood Anaxantis’s guards. His own were nowhere to be seen. There also wasn’t a chair left at the table for him to sit down, but by the right side of where his brother sat, a place was left open for him to stand. Before him on the table lay the documents.


  Anaxantis looked at him as if to say, “Are you ready?” He nodded almost imperceptibly. He kept his face impassive as the notary began to read the document in which he declared renouncing his name, birth and lineage. He didn’t hear the individual words through the rustling noises in his head, except for some shards of sentences. “I understand that I am not worthy to carry the name of the royal House of Tanahkos” … “in the knowledge that I never will be able to fulfill the duties that my name and birth impose upon me” … “I therefore commend and entrust myself into the protection and care of his royal highness, Prince Anaxantis.”


  Was this really necessary, little brother? he thought not without some bitterness. Displaying me before all these men like this? The humiliating public reading of the Act of Renunciation?


  Finally the notary had finished reading the document, and invited him to put his seal onto them. He removed his seal ring from his finger and pressed it into the wax that the clerk dripped onto the parchments. There seemed to be several copies. In a haze he just did what was asked of him.


  During all this he noticed that at the back of the hall, one of Anaxantis’s guards quietly left. Some of the captains were openly smirking at the scene they were witnessing. Others were more subdued, but it was clear they didn’t disagree with the proceedings. Only a few were surprised. One was even sorry, judging by his expression, and Ehandar felt grateful for that one friendly face in the crowd. It was almost the same with the higher officers who were seated at the table. A few seemed to despise him and let it show, something they wouldn’t have dared only minutes ago.


  After he had pressed his seal into the last blob of wax, he started to put the ring back on his finger.


  “Hey, you. Not so fast. Give me that ring,” a young man, a clansman of Anaxantis, said.


  It was as if someone had slapped him in the face with a wet towel. Nobody had ever dared call him “Hey, you.“ He wanted to lash out at the impertinent man, but remembered in time, that he couldn’t. With a face as if made of stone he handed the ring over.


  Lethoras took the ring and walked over to where the smith was waiting beside his anvil. He put the ring down on it and the smith let his sledgehammer descend on it several times. When Lethoras returned, he laid an unrecognizable, shapeless chunk of gold before Anaxantis.


  The soldier who had left a moment before returned carrying some piece of cloth. On a sign from Lethoras he carried the eagle flag to the open hearth and threw it on the fire. The moist fabric hissed and produced dark clouds of smoke.


  “Your sword,” Lethoras said, while he started ungirding it from Ehandar’s waist.


  Held by the smith’s assistants at an angle on the anvil, it shattered into several pieces at the first blow.


  “Remove that tunic,” Lethoras ordered.


  Ehandar did as he was told, his face still impassive. The green tunic with the eagle crest followed the flag into the fire. The dagger Ehandar had carried under his tunic was now clearly visible.


  “Hand over that dagger,” the curt order came.


  “No,” Anaxantis intervened in a soft tone. “No, that was a gift from me. He can keep it.”


  Lethoras looked for a moment at Anaxantis, not understanding.


  “I said that he can keep it,” Anaxantis repeated, in a commanding voice this time.


  Ehandar stood in his shirt, straight, impassively looking at the faces that stared back at him. Only a pitiful few seemed to feel sorry for him. Quite a lot of them, the majority, were visibly enthralled by the loss of his status and standing. They made not the slightest effort anymore to hide it. Only Demrac seemed more surprised than anything else. Ehandar wanted desperately for this painful ceremony to be over, but he daren’t move without having been given permission to do so. Finally the deliverance came.


  “Go to my room and wait there for me,” Anaxantis said. He has never looked more like a prince than now, he thought.


  Another slap with the wet towel. What had always been “our room” had suddenly become “my room.” Without showing any emotion, he turned on his heels, and, feeling the stares burning in his neck, he left the great hall. Once on the staircase, out of sight, the first tears began to roll down his cheeks.


  The notary thanked everyone for their attendance and the meeting began to break up noisily as people discussed the event they had just witnessed among themselves.


  Nobody paid any attention when Lethoras handed over a small object to Anaxantis.


  “I switched the ring with the one you gave me, like you told me. It was easy,” he whispered.


  Anaxantis nodded his thanks.


  When Anaxantis entered the room about half an hour later, he found Ehandar sitting, curled up, hugging his knees, in the very spot next to the fireplace, where he himself had spent most of the time while chained to the wall. Ehandar was sobbing softly. Anaxantis knelt beside him and started stroking his hair.


  “Hey, what are you doing here?” he asked softly.


  “Isn’t this where you want me?” the answer came in tears. “Isn’t this what you intended all along? You can take your revenge now. Look, the chains are still there.”


  He held out his neck and his wrists.


  I don’t need these kind of chains, Anaxantis thought sadly.


  “Look what you made me do,” Ehandar sobbed in utter agony.


  “I warned you,” Anaxantis replied, all the while stroking his hair. “Several times. I told you not to do this. I told you I didn’t want the responsibility. I told you to think again. It was all you, Ehandar. All you.”


  The answer was a new outburst of sobs and tears.


  “Come, let’s go to bed,” Anaxantis said after a while, taking his hand.


  Caressing his body against Ehandar’s, Anaxantis’s love making was caring and tender, where the night before it had been greedy and demanding. It took a while before Anaxantis got his brother to respond, but finally his lips got a shy, timid answer. He kissed Ehandar’s tears away and put his arms protectively around him, as if silently promising him cover and warmth.


  When later he looked at his sleeping lover, Ehandar felt as if it had been almost worth it.
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  Chapter 13


  A Traitor in our Midst
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  Birnac Maelar had sunk in a deep depression. Nothing remained of the fastidious, cultured and civilized near-noble doctor. He was one pig among the swine. It had proven impossible to maintain even a minimum of personal hygiene, let alone dignity. He was forced to live on hands and knees on a constant diet of cabbage leaves, that left him embarrassingly flatulent and made his stool nearly liquid. The nights were so cold that he was reduced to seeking the companionship of the swine for their body warmth. The first time he had been afraid, but his cohabitants didn’t seem to mind too much. He took care to relieve himself as near the gutter as possible and always in the same corner. The swine were not that choosy and just let nature take its course wherever they happened to be at the time. He had tried to use some of the cabbage leaves to clean himself after defecating, but they appeared to be disappointingly unsuited for this purpose as he noticed when his fingers ripped through them. The buckets of water the man emptied over the cage were enough to rinse the biggest chunks of dirt and manure off his body, but they left him all but clean.


  And still he didn’t know where he was or who had done this to him or why.


  From behind the wooden wall Emelasuntha observed him through the gaps in the planks.


  “Dear,” Sobrathi complained, whispering, “we’ve been standing here for more than an hour now.”


  “Patience, dear,” the queen replied in an equally soft voice. “Soon now, real soon.”


  She saw Birnac crawl to the right front corner of the cage, turn around and crouch with his backside as near the gutter as was possible. With thundering noise he defecated and watery excrement splattered around.


  “Now,” Emelasuntha whispered. “Quietly.”


  Without making a sound both women appeared from behind the wooden separation that had shielded them and stood before the cage, looking down on the man who crouched down with his back to them.


  “Isn’t that Birnac Maelar, the good doctor who seeks ennoblement?” Emelasuntha asked, raising her voice to be heard above the rumbling sounds the man who was relieving himself made. “What do you think? Would he make a fine marquess? Or a distinguished baronet, maybe? I can’t tell from the shit exploding out of his naked ass.”


  Birnac Maelar startled, lost his balance and fell into his own excrement. When he looked up he saw the two women looking down upon him, naked, dirty and soiled as he was with his own fecal matter. He immediately recognized the queen and realized that the two women had been looking at him while he relieved himself messily and noisily. He felt overcome by almost intolerable shame and mortification. He wished the ground would split open and swallow him. Hastily, he covered his private parts with his hands. Then he started to cry from sheer misery and humiliation.


  “I don’t know just what it is, dear,” Sobrathi said, “but somehow he doesn’t look all that noble to me, does he now?”


  “I would take a closer look if he didn’t stink so awfully.”


  Emelasuntha clapped her hands and several men appeared promptly. Birnac Maelar now cringed under their dispassionate stares, while raw fear got the better of him. Two men hauled four big stones of equal height into the barn and laid them on the corners of an imaginary square. A third brought in a large metal grille. Two others waited near the queen for her instructions.


  “Get him out of there,” she said curtly.


  The men opened a small door at the side of the cage.


  “Come, piggy, come,” one of them said.


  Birnac crawled hesitantly out of the cage. The men grabbed him, with visible distaste, by the arms and led him to face Emelasuntha. When they let go he arched forward, his hands covering his private parts again.


  “Stand upright, Master Maelar, and look me in the eyes. Have you no pride?” Emelasuntha said dispassionately.


  Birnac righted his back a few fractions of an inch.


  How is this possible? he thought, engulfed though he was with misery. Wasn’t she supposed to have fallen from grace and be kept prisoner by her own husband, the high king? Have they reconciled? Am I in Ximerion? They assured me nobody would ever find out. They swore the Sisterhood would protect me. The Gods and Goddesses help me, the Lioness of Torantall has scented my blood.


  “I have a few questions for you and how you answer them will determine your future, which admittedly could be very short. Why did the herbs and the pills you gave my son make him sick instead of curing him?”


  Birnac trembled.


  “Your Majesty, what are you talking about? Your son fell ill, remember? The herbs maybe didn’t cure him completely, but they made him better and kept his condition stable. Weak, but stable nevertheless.”


  “Wrong answer, Master Maelar. Since he stopped taking them he completely recovered.”


  She turned to the men and made a sign.


  They took Birnac by his arms and led him to the wall where the grille was placed in a leaning position. Two other men shackled his wrists and ankles and fastened them to the grille, which the four of them then lifted, with Birnac upon it, and laid upon the four stones. Dry grass and twigs were scattered under the grill and set afire. The stones were so high that the flames didn’t reach Birnac’s back immediately, but he felt the warmth quickly turning into heat.


  “Care to change your answer, Master Maelar?” the queen asked.


  “Your Majesty, I swear…”


  On a sign from Emelasuntha fine chopped wood was thrown under the grille. The flames began to reach higher.


  “No, No… I was forced, Your Majesty… I was threatened…”


  “By whom?”


  “The Order of the Great Mother, by the First Daughter herself. I could do nothing but obey them. They had learned that I was your son’s physician. That I prepared his medicines. They threatened me. They said they would send the Sisterhood after me.”


  “You could have come to me. I would have protected you. Besides, I don’t believe you. Not entirely. What was your price?”


  Since Birnac didn’t reply promptly, she again made a sign, and another handful of wood was thrown upon the fire under the grille.


  “Stop, stop. Ten thousand rioghal.”


  Another sign, another handful of wood.


  “And they promised to send high born patients my way.”


  “Ten thousand rioghal,” Emelasuntha snarled ominously. “My son’s life is worth ten thousand rioghal? Tell me, why? Tell me everything, and I will spare your life.”


  “I don’t know, Your Majesty, I don’t know. Really. She only said she wanted him in a weakened state. Permanently. Alive but weak. Mercy, great queen, I would never have consented to killing your son. Never. I swear.”


  “And the last batch?”


  “They said they had your consent. That you were momentarily unable to deliver them to your son yourself, but that you had asked the Sisterhood to do it in your place. They assured me you knew.”


  He tried to arch his back to get farther away from the heath.


  Emelasuntha kept repeating her few questions over and over again.


  “Why, Master Maelar, why do they want my son incapacitated?” she asked at last.


  She pointed at his head and one of the men threw a few handfuls of wood right under it. The flames leaped up and licked at Birnac’s hair. It caught fire almost at once. He let out an inhuman howl, and the room filled up with a pungent smell. After a few minutes all his hair had burned up, and angry red blisters began forming on his bald scalp.


  “Why, Master Maelar?” the queen repeated evenly.


  “I don’t know, I don’t know,” Birnac yelled in agony. “I really don’t know.”


  Finally she was satisfied that she had gotten everything he knew out of him.


  “I told you all I know, I swear it,” Birnac yammered.


  “Yes, I believe you did, and that makes you instantly valueless. Here is what is going to happen, Master Maelar. You’re going to die of course. It wouldn’t be fair to impose your company any longer on those innocent pigs after all. But take heart, you’re not going to die immediately. We’ll begin by burning off your feet, and we’ll take care to keep you alive while we do it. For a while at least. Then, when finally the fire has consumed your legs and we roast off your ass, you’ll maybe die of sheer pain and agony. I hope you don’t expect us to return your remains to your family for an honorable burial. I will not even allow your carcass a grave. My men will chop up your charred remains, and give them to the black swine there. They’ll really eat anything, and their jaws and teeth are so strong they can grind your skull and your bones into powder. They’re not fussy. They’ll devour your flesh. Nothing of you will remain. Eventually you’ll end up as what you always were. Swine shit.”


  “Emelasuntha, dear…” Sobrathi gulped.


  “I told you that I would feed whoever did this to the swine,” the queen replied quietly. “And I swear, if I ever get my hands on the First Daughter, I’ll hang the old bitch by her own intestines.”


  Has she taught Anaxantis to hate like this? If so, may all the Gods and Goddesses help him. And us,” the baroness thought.


  On a sign of the queen the men began to throw liberal amounts of wood under Maelar’s feet.


  “You promised to spare my life, noble Queen,” Birnac shouted in desperation at the top of his lungs.


  Emelasuntha looked at him and shrugged.


  “So, I lied.”


  She started walking away as the flames began licking at Birnac’s heels.


  “Mercy, mercy, great Queen, mercy. Kill me. Kill me now,” he cried in his excruciating pain and terror after her.


  Emelasuntha turned around and looked down upon him with immeasurable contempt.


  “Mercy?” she said softly. “Mercy?”


  For a moment she was quiet.


  “You harmed my son,” she then roared at him in a voice that made even the blood of her men curdle.


  While the stench of burning flesh and loud, high-pitched screams of agony began to fill the room, the queen left the barn without looking back.
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  “Maybe it would be better if you stayed inside, for the time being,” Anaxantis said. “I didn’t like the look of some of the captains last evening.”


  So, he has noticed too, Ehandar thought.


  “Couldn’t I go with you? I would be safe as long as you’re with me.”


  “I thought we agreed that the point of all this was to prevent awkward rumors from spreading. It would defeat the purpose if you were to tag along all the time. No, I’m afraid it’s out of the question.”


  Ehandar felt his spirits sink.


  “So, what you’re saying is that I’m a prisoner here?”


  Anaxantis looked at him and embraced him.


  “No, of course not. I just want you to be safe. I don’t want to have to worry all day long that something might happen to you. Here I can protect you. I’ll tell the guards to let nobody in, except for the servants.”


  Ehandar looked around and realized that his world had suddenly become very, very small.


  “Help yourself to my books,” Anaxantis said while he girded on his sword. “I wish I could stay with you, but I have things to do.”


  Things to do. No further explanation. No use any longer keeping me in the loop, is there?


  When he had put on his mantle, Anaxantis kissed him.


  “You were so brave yesterday,” he said softly. “Oh, and I will think of a new name for you.”


  “A new name?”


  “Well, you renounced not only your lineage, but also your name. So, you have no name for the moment. In fact, you have nothing to call your own anymore. We should have a name to refer to you in official documents and such.”


  “Is this really necessary?” Ehandar asked unhappily.


  “I’m afraid so,” Anaxantis replied.


  When he was at the door of the apartment, he turned.


  “Listen, when I said to not leave the room, that was only a suggestion. Of course you can do as you please. But I wish you would stay inside. Nevertheless, any time you want, you can leave.”


  Except, you can’t, Anaxantis thought.


  “No, that’s all right. I’ll stay here, for the time being,” Ehandar said, demoralized.


  “All right, then. Sorry, but I have to go.”


  Ehandar followed him with his eyes until he closed the door behind him.


  At the main entrance of the tower he spoke to the guards.


  “The person in my private apartments is not to leave the tower. I don’t think he will, but if he should try to leave, restrain him and simply leave him no other option than to return from whence he came. Use violence if you have to, but only when and as much as strictly necessary. And no disrespect. Whatever his rank may be, he is my guest and as such is to be treated with courtesy. Pass it on. I will check to make sure my orders are followed to the letter.”


  Then he went to the kitchens, where he caused a commotion, just by entering. He looked around and saw Renda, whom he recognized as one of the servants who brought them their evening meals. He made a sign that he wanted to speak to her. She dried her hands on her apron.


  “You seem a nice woman,” he said. “I want you and you alone to bring the person in my room his food.”


  “Yes, My Lord,” Renda said. She looked at him expectantly.


  “I want him treated with respect, and I would appreciate it if you could be… kind to him.”


  Renda looked him in the eyes and nodded. She had of course heard of the renunciation. As she truly was a kind soul, she was sorry for “that poor young man.” Her colleagues used an altogether different description for the fallen prince, though not to her face.


  “It will be my pleasure, My Lord. I’ll see to it that his meals continue to be of the same quality as they always were. I’ll even add something extra tasty as dessert. A good, delicious meal, a fresh flower and a smile can do wonders against dark thoughts.”


  Anaxantis sighed.


  “Thank you. That’s very considerate of you.”


  Renda smiled reassuringly. She thought it very endearing that the young lord governor was so protective and took such good care of his poor older brother.


  


  [image: ]


  The weather until now had been relatively mild, but winter seemed determined to set in. Anaxantis had ordered a large tent to be erected in the northeast corner of the training grounds. It was there that he received Tomar.


  “You have the documents ready for the transfer of his funds?” he asked. “I have his seal.”


  “Yes, My Lord, I have, but they are not necessary,” Tomar said.


  “Not necessary?”


  “No. I was making arrangements for the documents to be sent with the special courier of the paymaster of the army, since they make the trip to Ormidon every week. I have a friend there and I asked him if their service was dependable. As I fully expected, my friend assured me that it was and this time all the more so since they had an important document that concerned the lord governor. My friend has always been a bit of a gossip, and it was not very difficult to make him spill the details. It seems your brother came to them yesterday morning and had documents drafted whereby he transferred all his assets to your account.”


  Anaxantis looked at him stunned and blushed.


  They talked for a while about the correlation between good government and an efficient administration.


  That is one, Tomar thought triumphantly when Anaxantis asked him to take a look at the administrative duties of the lord goevernor and organize them, giving him a free hand to do so.


  It soon became clear that Tomar had an extensive knowledge, not only of the letter of the various laws, but also of the reasons that had prompted them into existence. Anaxantis found Tomar’s somewhat dismissive attitude in regard to the sanctity of the law refreshing. They also discovered that in many cases they had read the same books.


  “And now, Master Parmingh,” he said after a period of silence, “tell me some more about yourself. How does a young, talented man of the law like yourself find himself in these unpromising backwaters?”


  Tomar cleared his throat and began his carefully prepared account of his career up until now. When he had finished Anaxantis laughed.


  “Okay, that will do for now. I hope one day, maybe you will trust me more than you do now and tell me the full story without skipping over little details you so obviously left out.”


  “Really, this is about it,” Tomar said somewhat ill at ease. “Mainly it was my big mouth that got me into trouble for telling the truth as I saw it once too often.”


  “I hope you plan on continuing doing that,” Anaxantis said.


  “If you mean will I tell you the truth, even if it is unpleasant? You can count on it, My Lord. I’ll try to be more diplomatic about it than I used to be though.”


  At that moment Bortram entered the tent.


  “It’s almost noon and we are feeling a bit hungry, Anaxantis.”


  “Let’s eat then. Tomar here will be joining us.”


  “Then he can help set the table,” Bortram said, signing for the notary to follow him.


  When they had almost finished eating, Marak entered the tent.


  “Ah, I’m just in time to be too late, I see,” he said.


  “There’s enough left, but you’ll have to fight Bortram for it,” Lethoras grinned.


  “No, thank you, no meal is worth the integrity of my ribs.”


  He sat down at the table and poured himself a cup of watered down wine.


  “I had a very instructive talk with my father,” he drawled, with a questioning look at the notary.


  “Oh, yes, this is Tomar,” Anaxantis said, “he will be helping me with the administration. It’s all right, he’s a friend. Tomar, say hello to Marak Theroghall.”


  “Yes, My Lord. Pleased to meet, you sir.”


  “Sorry, I forgot,” Anaxantis said, smiling at Tomar. “My friends call me Anaxantis, and we’re not very formal when it’s just us.”


  And that is two, Tomar thought, deeply satisfied.


  Marak nodded and proceeded to give an account of what his father had told him about the events in Dermolhea twelve years ago.


  “So, you see,” he concluded, “no solutions there, only more mysteries.”


  “Does that mean we had a traitor in our midst?” Lethoras asked nonplussed.


  “Yes, it does,” Anaxantis replied, wrapped up in thoughts, “and now that Marak’s father has given us, not more mysteries but on the contrary, the last pieces of the puzzle, I can safely say the traitor is still in our midst. How could I have been so naive? All the time it was staring me in the face.”


  The others looked at him uncomprehendingly.


  “It’s so obvious once you look in the right direction. I distinctly remember thinking that there must have been someone whose task it was to ensure that the Mukthars would not meet with any resistance at all. And there clearly was such a person. The next question was, who could make sure that the army wouldn’t march in time?”


  “The only one who could make sure of that was Whingomar,” Lethoras said, “but everybody keeps saying that it would be totally out of character.”


  “Precisely,” Anaxantis said. “Besides, Marak’s father said that immediately upon receiving his warning, Whingomar gave the order to mobilize the army and even to form a cavalry unit that could leave for Dermolhea the same evening. Why would he do that if he were planning to betray us— I mean, the city and the the province? No, it proves exactly the opposite. He fully intended to meet the Mukthars in battle. Yet, a few hours later he rescinds both orders, retires into his private apartments and isn’t seen anymore before late the following day. So, what made him change his mind?”


  The others looked at each other with blank faces.


  “Or, rather who changed his mind for him?” Anaxantis continued. “Because, most likely that is what happened. We can surmise that with near certainty because something similar happened a few days later in Dermolhea. Notwithstanding a desperate situation the lord mayor, Marak’s father, and a few others decide to prepare the city for a siege. Then a mysterious man with certain credentials arrives on the scene. Marak’s father said that after their little talk the lord mayor was a ‘broken man,’ and that he gave up on the idea of defending the city. He specifically says two things about the conversation in his private study. One. The army isn’t coming. Two. The Forty will not lose a copper sarth. And, indeed, after the sack the Royal Treasury allocated a generous amount of money to help in the reconstruction of Dermolhea. I bet if we were to look at the details of how that money was spent, we would find that all the houses of the Forty that were damaged, all the warehouses that were plundered, and all other losses were compensated.”


  “Wait a moment,” Tomar intervened, “how could the lord mayor have known that? How could he be sure? Only the mysterious visitor could have told him that. And where did he get his information?”


  “From the source, of course,” Anaxantis said.


  “Of course. From the source,” Tomar repeated. “That means he was at least a royal emissary and that he knew already that compensation would be given after the sack.” Tomar paused. “But that implies that he knew there would be a sack, and he could only have known that because he was sure the army wouldn’t intervene. That also means the Royal Administration in Ormidon knew all along.”


  “Exactly.” Anaxantis clenched his teeth. “They knew the army wouldn’t intervene, because the only man who had the authority to stop the army had told them so. Father.”


  “What?” Hemarchidas shouted. “The king himself gave the order to stand down?”


  “Yes, it all fits, don’t you see?” Anaxantis replied. “Whingomar wants the army to be ready as quickly as possible, but a royal emissary with the proper credentials and a charter that supersedes the lord governor’s authority, forbids him to march. So — probably under virulent protest — he retracts his orders and retires to sulk in his rooms. Later, maybe by way of some symbolic act of rebellion, he sends a letter to Mayor Fraleck to warn him in covert terms that he won’t be able to come to the rescue. When the emissary learns that nevertheless in Dermolhea some last ditch, desperate efforts are being made to defend the city, he does something similar there as what he did in Lorseth. But this time he uses the stick and the carrot. The stick being, ‘You are all alone and you can’t possibly hold the city.’ The carrot, ‘You will be compensated.’ In other words, it’s useless and it doesn’t matter anyway. Give up. Which is exactly what they did.”


  Anaxantis had become white in the face.


  “I’ve always thought Father had set a trap for us. That he wanted us to fail. What he really wanted was to teach us a lesson. We were never in any danger. At the right moment he will order Demrac to retreat with the army into the hills, behind the so-called second line of defense, and wait.”


  “But that’s absurd,” Marak said, “why would the high king sacrifice a thriving city like Dermolhea? The loss in taxes alone—”


  “Ah, maybe I can shed some light on that issue,” Tomar interrupted him. “To keep the army, such as it was, in the field for a year costs about three times as much as the loss in taxes for seven years and the money allocated for the repair of the damages put together. Mind you, some of those costs were already made, but the army was not very large. How big would the army have to be to resist the Mukthars successfully?”


  “Oh, at least three times as big. Four times, to be on the safe side,” Anaxantis answered mechanically.


  “Well, there you have your answer. The cost of fielding an army with at least a chance of successfully fighting the Mukthars would be prohibitive. And, mind you, that would only buy you a battle, not the certainty of victory. And the outcome of battles is famously uncertain. It was simply cheaper to let the Mukthars sack the city. Don’t provoke them, let them plunder, and then go back to where they came from. As far as the kingdom was concerned the sack of Dermolhea was only a mosquito bite. A nuisance.”


  “It was just business, nothing more, my father would say,” Marak said despondently.


  “He was just saving money,” Bortram said stupefied. “All those people…”


  The group fell quiet.


  “That stinking rat, that filthy swine, how dare he?” Anaxantis suddenly burst out. “How dare he? How dare he? Fifteen thousand lives were lost. Fifteen thousand men, women and children, slaughtered, maimed for life, gutted, raped…” He halted, but a few moments later, even more lividly furious, he ranted on. “Raped, by the Gods. And all for some measly sacks of rioghals. The miserable cur, the despicable traitor… Argh, how dare he?”


  Anaxantis had stood up and he threw his chair to a nearby tent pole, where it splintered, and then he lifted and overturned the table, making cups, plates and food fly around and his friends scramble for safety. Seething with fury he grabbed his mantle, trampled the debris on his way to the open tent flap, kicking another pole, causing it to fall down behind him and making the tent partly collapse on his friends.


  He ran to his horse, untied it, mounted and with a loud “Hyyya” gave it the spurs and galloped off.


  Hemarchidas emerged from under the heavy canvas just in time to see him take off and was about to follow him, when Bortram put his hand on his shoulder.


  “Not this time, Hem, let him go.”


  “He’ll kill himself, the little fool, I must—”


  “No, he won’t. He knows the terrain and you have taught him well. Just let him go. He’ll come back.”
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  Anaxantis raced on. The speed, giving him the sensation of doing something very active, soothed him. When his horse began tiring, he slowed down to a trot. He came to open terrain. In the middle stood the ruins of what must at one time have been some kind of tower. Intrigued he rode to it and dismounted. Feeling suddenly tired, he sat down on a stone.


  It never was about us failing. The old fox wanted to see if we would come to what he considers to be the right conclusion by our own wits. Don’t engage in battle for trifles. He is not for nothing the descendant of a long line of robbers. Since the Mukthars are essentially nothing more than that, he understands them perfectly. The only function of this little army is to slow them down in the hills should they venture inland, which is highly unlikely. For him this is nothing more than a border incident, not even worth the casualties a skirmish could incur. What are fifteen thousand lives in the great scheme of the affairs of the kingdom? To him they are an acceptable loss. Figures on a piece of parchment between so many other figures. A paltry fifteen thousand lives lost is a far more preferable outcome than a costly and risky battle that could end in disaster. And if we don’t learn our so-called lesson in time, he will order Demrac to use the secret charter and prevent the army from engaging the Mukthars. And there is nothing, nothing at all I can do about that.


  He walked around the tower, wondering who had built it and when. He sat back on the stone and buried his face in his hands.


  It has all been for nothing. Ha, I thought I could beat the old rogue. I was going to be smarter and just that bit faster, but from the beginning I had no chance of succeeding. He knew he could thwart whatever plan one of us devised. He had us outwitted before we even left Ormidon.


  Discouraged, but calmed down he mounted his horse and at a leisurely pace began to ride back to Lorseth. He didn’t see the lonely figure on horseback in the distance behind him.


  Gorth, who had a keen eyesight, startled when he recognized Anaxantis. He had just left the woods and turned hastily back to seek cover between the trees.


  What is he doing here? Although we haven’t made plans to meet here and now, I’d sooner have expected Ehandar. Strange, he’s on his own, without his Clan. Oh, well, he seems to be leaving anyway.
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  Anaxantis rode his horse at a walk once he had found the main road that led out of the woods. He was mulling over the situation, but always came to the same conclusion. Whatever he did, the king held the trump card and would play it at the exact right moment. In fact, Ehandar and he had even helped, albeit but a little, by increasing the auxiliary army. He had calculated that he would have needed at least some four thousand five hundred extra troops to have a fighting chance. If he had ever found them, the king would have let Demrac take them away together with the regular army. He could as well save himself the trouble from now on.


  When he had almost reached the border of the forest he saw a soldier sitting by the side of the road, nursing his right ankle.


  “What happened to you?” Anaxantis asked.


  The soldier, a man in his forties, looked up at the young man seated high upon his horse and immediately recognized the lord governor, although he wasn’t wearing his bright yellow tunic with the dragon crest.


  “I was coming back from the town, My Lord. It was my day off. My foot got caught in that root over there, and I fell. I hurt my ankle. I don’t know whether it’s broken or just sprained.”


  Anaxantis dismounted and crouched beside him.


  “It looks swollen… but I am no doctor. Can you get that boot off?”


  “No, I should have done that immediately, but now I can’t get it off anymore.”


  “That’s not good. Has nobody come by to bring you to the camp physician?”


  “Yes, My Lord, a patrol. They said they would come to get me when they had done their rounds.”


  “What? Couldn’t they spare one fellow-soldier to take you back to the camp?”


  “Apparently not, My Lord.”


  “When was this?”


  “A few hours ago, I think.”


  “A few hours ago.” Anaxantis sighed. “Come, I’ll take you myself.”


  “Oh, My Lord, no. Please, don’t bother. I’m sure they’ll be here any moment.”


  “Or they have forgotten all about you, or they think by now somebody else will have taken care of you. No, you could still be sitting here come nightfall. Get up.”


  “I can’t, My Lord,” the soldier said unhappily. “I cannot put any weight upon that foot.”


  “Oh, come on man, I’ll help you. Lean on me, and don’t let that foot touch the ground.”


  Anaxantis took the man’s right arm and put it on his shoulders. With some difficulty they got in an upright position. The soldier grimaced.


  “What is it now?” Anaxantis asked.


  “I’m sorry, My Lord, but I have to… I’ve been sitting there quite a while without being able to get up and now…”


  “And now what?”


  “I have to…”


  “By the Gods man, if you have to piss, say so.”


  The soldier nodded, grinning sheepishly. They turned around, so that the soldier faced the trees.


  “I’m sorry, My Lord, but I can’t… I can’t do it. Not with somebody watching.”


  “What do you want me to do?” Anaxantis asked, exasperated. “I can’t let go of you, or you’ll fall down. And by the way, if you think I was looking forward to staring at your equipment, I must disappoint you.”


  “I know,” the soldier answered, embarrassed. “It’s just… it’s just the idea that someone could watch. If Your Lordship could turn around?”


  With some difficulty Anaxantis did as the man asked, and soon he could hear the sound of the soldier relieving himself. When he was done he let out a long, contented sigh. After some maneuvering they managed to get beside Anaxantis’s horse.


  “Grab that knob on the saddle there and put your left foot in the stirrup. Then swing your right leg over the horse’s back.”


  “I’ve never ridden a horse, My Lord. And it is not fitting. Me, a simple soldier on the lord governor’s horse.”


  The soldier looked very uncomfortable.


  “For this once you’ll have to. It’s only a few miles, but you can’t walk that far, and I certainly can’t support you that long.”


  After some fruitless attempts and much encouragement, the soldier finally managed to climb upon the horse, in the process almost sliding off on the other side. Anaxantis grabbed his arm in the nick of time. When he sat, somewhat gingerly and unsure, in the saddle, Anaxantis took the reins and led the horse in the direction of the camp. Once they started moving his thoughts turned back to his problems.


  So it happened that the captain of the guards at the gates of the camp saw a strange couple arriving. A boy with his head slightly bowed down, lost to the world, leading a horse whereupon sat a visibly unhappy soldier.


  “Hey, you, boy. Where are you going with that horse? How did you get it?”


  Since nobody had ever called him “Hey, you” or “boy,” Anaxantis didn’t react immediately. Once it registered that the captain was addressing him, he looked up, and then he was recognized.


  “My Lord, I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you,” the captain stammered.


  “You walking… and that soldier upon your horse.” As if suddenly remembering something he yelled at the soldier. “What are you doing there? Get immediately off of His Lordship’s horse.”


  Of course, Anaxantis thought, not without some bitterness. Without my tunic, not on horseback, and my sword hidden under my not so clean mantle, I am just a boy. Not the lord governor. Poor Ehandar.


  The soldier was clumsily making ready to descend.


  “Stay,” Anaxantis said curtly. “Captain, he has hurt his foot. He can’t stand upon it. I’m taking him to the camp physician.”


  “We’ll take care of it, My Lord. I’m sure you have better things to do than baby-sit the likes of him.”


  “Until he is properly looked after, I don’t have anything better to do,” Anaxantis bit at the captain. “The man is in pain and has been sitting helplessly by the side of the road for hours. There’s no reason to make him walk the rest of the way. Besides, we’re nearly there.”


  With that he tugged at the reins, and the strange couple entered the camp. Anaxantis, who could find the way to the physician’s barrack blindly, promptly sunk back into deep thought. Soldiers, farmers who had delivered produce and all sorts of camp hang-abouts made way for the brooding young man, who mechanically led his horse with a blushing soldier upon it.


  When they arrived at their destination, he helped the physician and his assistants get the soldier off the horse and carry him inside. He watched attentively as they carefully cut the boot off his foot.


  “It’s not broken, luckily, just sprained,” the physician said after having examined it.


  He laid a herbal compress upon the ankle and tightly bandaged it. The soldier seemed relieved.


  “All the best,” Anaxantis said to him, “and I hope your ankle heals soon. Take care.”


  “Thank you, My Lord, I’ll never forget this. That was very kind of you.”


  “It was nothing. I was passing by, and I couldn’t very well leave you there in pain, could I?”


  “My fellow soldiers could. And did. So most certainly could you,” the soldier insisted. “You’re a fine man, if I may say so, Your Lordship.”


  Anaxantis smiled faintly.


  Opinions on that may differ, the prince thought.


  “Rest and get better,” he said out loud.


  It was the first of many anecdotes that together would eventually become part of his legend. Anaxantis, the prince who left no man behind. Anaxantis, the general who took care of the least of those who fought for him. The soldier became for a while a local hero and was asked to tell his story over and over again, which for a few mugs of beer he readily did. It spread, and in the retelling many versions saw the light. In some the soldier had been mortally wounded by a wild hog, and the prince had carried him for twenty miles on his back. In the big cities popular songs about the incident were sung by traveling minstrels. Some were quite fine, others, more unfortunately, made “Anaxantis” rhyme with “had to piss.”
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  When he came into his apartments Anaxantis found Ehandar sitting morosely in the big chair by the fire. He gave him a light kiss on the cheek.


  “How was your day?” Ehandar asked, glad he had someone to talk to.


  “Oh, you know,” Anaxantis replied absentmindedly, “same old same old.”


  “An ordinary day, then?”


  “Yes, nothing particularly interesting happened.”
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  Chapter 14


  All for Landemere
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  I won’t give up. I won’t. I just won’t. What do they all think? That they can poison me, rape me, send me on a fool’s errand? Do they imagine I will take it all quietly? That I will simply let them have their way? That I will lie down meekly and let them trample all over me?


  What was it Mother used to say? If somebody hurts you, in any way, it is normal to be depressed and to feel sorry for yourself. So, be depressed, that’s all right. But don’t stay depressed. Get angry. Get furious. Hate. Let your hate grow in you. It will make you strong. It will keep you alive. But never let it overtake you. Use it. All the energy you need will come from your hate. Then, make them pay. Not just once. Make them pay over and over again. Tenfold, a hundredfold if necessary. Make them pay until your hurt stops. If they hurt you deeply, destroy them. Crush them. Take everything away from them. Their possessions. Their freedom. Their dignity. Their humanity. And finally their life. Wipe them off the face of the earth. Then obliterate the very memory of them. Don’t allow even their carcasses a grave. When they are gone, your hurt will have gone too. And finally, whatever you do, never, never, never, give up.


  I won’t. I won’t give up.


  Anaxantis sat in the war room, waiting until Tomar and a clerk would bring the business of the day. When they entered the room, he dismissed the clerk immediately.


  “You look tired, Tomar.”


  “That is because I have been up most of the night, looking up laws and precedents. Hemarchidas filled me in on the secret charter the king gave Commander Tarngord. I thought you would want to know what your options are.”


  “And?”


  “And? And nothing, I’m afraid. Though I must admit that I was a bit surprised how extensive your powers are. To summarize, they are the same as those of the king, were he here. In fact, you can only be overruled by the king himself or his representatives. We know your predecessor, the count of Whingomar, found that out the hard way. The king can send in his orders by special messenger or carrier pigeon to Tarngord, who then only has to produce the charter he thinks nobody except him knows about to block you every step of the way.”


  “That’s not altogether correct. His authority is only higher than mine as far as the army is concerned.”


  “Granted, but you need the army if you want to fight the Mukthars, and, let’s face it, Tarngord will never let you use it for that particular purpose. Or rather, your father won’t let you.”


  “I’m not all that sure if that’s entirely the case. Demrac has kept the fact that he has a charter that gives him superior authority a secret. He doesn’t want me to know, which is very wise of him. He wants to spring it upon me while I suspect nothing. But, I do know, and now it is in our best interest to prevent him from finding that out.”


  “You’ve lost me, I’m afraid.”


  Anaxantis smiled.


  “It will all become clear in time. The papers can wait. Let’s go to the training grounds. I need the whole Clan together.”


  “Bortram, I want you out of the army as soon as possible and into my service,” Anaxantis said.


  He had gathered all his friends in the tent.


  “File for decommissioning today. Hemarchidas, Lethoras, I want you two detached from the Cheridonian cavalry. I’ll personally go to your general to arrange it. You’ll also enter my personal service. Same for you, Tomar, out of the administration of the Northern Marches. You’ll become my private secretary. Marak, you’re a special case as the Dermolhean Militia consists of volunteers. Do you have any particular obligations?”


  “No, I can simply resign. There’s nothing anybody can do about that, although I suspect Father will have something to say about it,” Marak replied.


  “Good. I have already requisitioned the barracks in the northeastern corner of the camp. I’d like you all together there. I want the leadership of the Clan in no way connected anymore with the army or the auxiliary troops, because they both fall under the command of General Tarngord. How many clansmen do we have at the moment?”


  “About sixty,” Lethoras said.


  “I want them out of the army too. Not all at once of course. Talk to them individually and begin with the most trustworthy. Let’s say, over a period of two, three months. Tomar, can I pay for all this?”


  “Your monthly stipend as lord governor is more than adequate to cover the salaries. I don’t know about your personal assets, except that they have increased considerably recently, but I doubt you will need them. In fact the amount you are paid by the Royal Treasury every month is quite obscene, and you haven’t spent much. So there is a reserve. There was only a slight peak in expenditures last month, but nothing serious.”


  “Last month? Ah yes, Dermolhea. Books and a few gifts.”


  The group fell silent. Everybody understood that Anaxantis had made an important decision.


  “So, I gather you’re not giving up?” Hemarchidas finally asked.


  “No, by the Gods, I’m not. Don’t ask for details, for the moment. Tomar, you and I are going for a walk. I want to discuss some finer points about the exact extent of my authority.” He looked around the circle and smiled. “And you lot, start preparing for a little trip. We’re leaving within the week.”


  “A trip? Whereto?” Lethoras inquired.


  “We’re going to pay a visit to Lady Athildis, Duchess-Regent of Landemere. Just a friendly visit.”


  “Yeah, I bet,” Bortram said, and he grinned.


  “Bortram, go and tell General Busskal to prepare the cavalry. We’re taking them as well.”


  “The whole cavalry? All two hundred and fifty?”


  “I want to make an impression.” Anaxantis smiled.


  “Oh, yeah, sure, just a friendly visit.”
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  “What can I do for you, General?” Anaxantis asked, looking him straight in the eyes.


  Demrac Tarngord looked back uneasily. The lord governor had been busy in the war room with two of his collaborators. They had been studying a map of the main roads of the Northern Marches. He had not been invited to sit down.


  “It has come to my attention that you are planning to visit the duchy of Landemere,” he said after a pause.


  Anaxantis kept looking at him, neither surprised nor questioningly, but simply awaiting what would come. It made the general very uneasy.


  “It has also been said that you have asked General Busskal for the cavalry to accompany you,” he added after an uneasy period of silence.


  Still no reaction. Just a blank expression. After a few moments of this Demrac couldn’t keep calm anymore.


  “Well, is it true?” he asked, sounding more irritated than he had wanted.


  “As it happens, yes,” Anaxantis answered, seemingly not very interested in the matter.


  “And were you planning on consulting me about this?”


  “No.”


  Demrac needed all his willpower to remain calm.


  “I would have thought that you would have asked for my advice. At least, before ordering General Busskal to prepare the cavalry for action.”


  “I didn’t need your advice. I was planning to inform you of my decision, though. That doesn’t seem necessary anymore as you obviously know all about it.”


  “May I remind you that I am the commander of the Army of the North?”


  “I hadn’t forgotten that you are the commander of the army that is at the disposal of the lord governor. Last time I checked, that was me.”


  I dare you. I dare you to produce your charter and assert your authority. Are you going to show your trump card over this?


  The general kept his composure with difficulty.


  “Yes, of course, My Lord,” he said through clenched teeth. “It’s just that you used to involve me in major decisions you made.”


  “This is hardly a major decision, and I will involve you — or not — as I see fit.”


  “Do you really need the whole cavalry?” The general was annoyed to sound almost whining.


  In his turn Anaxantis reacted, irritated.


  “The whole cavalry? What are you talking about, man? Barely two hundred and fifty men. I am a royal prince visiting one of the most important duchies of the realm in my function of lord governor, the sole representative of His Glorious Majesty, the high king. Would you have me arrive a beggar at the ducal court?”


  “No, of course not—”


  “Well, then the matter is closed,” Anaxantis interrupted him curtly. “Now, if there’s nothing else, General, I have work to do.”


  “My Lord,” the general answered and bowed slightly.


  He turned on his heels and left the war room.


  That… that insolent boy.The general seethed with anger inside. He treats me as one of his servants. But he’ll see that he has overplayed his hand once he tries to move against the enemy. Then it will be my turn to inform him of my decision without so much as a by-your-leave.
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  “Will you be gone long?” Ehandar asked, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice.


  He sat in the big chair with Anaxantis straddling his lap, facing him.


  “A week, I guess, maybe less.”


  “I hope you’ll get something more out of her than the two hundred and fifty men she promised us.”


  “I’ll do my best.”


  “Well, you can’t possibly do worse than I did in Mirkadesh or Dermolhea… It is going to be lonely without you here, though.”


  Anaxantis smiled at him and took his head in both his hands.


  “I know, but it is only for a week. I’ll be leaving tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow already?” This time he couldn’t keep the frustration out of his voice.


  “Don’t look at me like that,” Anaxantis cooed. “The sooner I go, the sooner I’ll be back.”


  He looked his brother in the eyes as if searching for something.


  “Still, I feel so useless. I wish there was something I could do,” Ehandar sighed.


  Anaxantis leaned forward and kissed him full on the lips.


  There are a few things you can do, but it can wait until I return from Landemere. Step by step, Ehandar. Drop by drop.


  “Come,” he said, “let’s make it an early night.”
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  It was the end of November and there was a crispness in the air, but the weather was dry when Anaxantis, his friends, the cavalry and several servants set out from the camp of Lorseth on the road to Landemere. He felt his blood racing through his veins with anticipation. In his head he went once more over his plans. He had only spoken with Tomar about what he intended to do in Landemere. Together they had read every law, ordinance, decree and statute that could have any bearing on his plans. At last they had been satisfied that, from a legal point of view, they had a solid case. Anaxantis hadn’t told the others exactly what his intentions were. The evening before they arrived at the ducal castle would be time enough.


  Hemarchidas came riding up beside him and some time later General Iftang Busskal joined him on his left side. They kept looking at each other, at him and then at each other again. After a few minutes Anaxantis burst out laughing.


  “Okay, guys, out with it. What’s on your mind?”


  “What’s on our minds?” Hemarchidas fumed. “The price of carrots at the market of Ormidon, of course. What did you think was on our minds?”


  “Don’t misunderstand me, My Lord,” Iftang said, “I love being out of the camp, and as far as I am concerned I like nothing better than accompanying you on your trips, but I must admit I am a little bit curious as to why you need the whole cavalry.”


  Anaxantis laughed out loud. It sounded like a mountain rivulet tumbling down the rocks on a slope.


  “Oh, Iftang, haven’t you guessed by now? You, Hemarchidas? No?”


  They both gave him an empty stare, which made him laugh still harder.


  “I am a Tanahkos,” he shouted to the open road before him, “and I am going to steal me a duchy.”


  He positively glows, Hemarchidas thought with a sudden pang of longing. He looks like a young god setting out to conquer the world. Are young gods capable of giving love? Do they even need it? Or do they prefer to be worshiped from afar?


  Anaxantis turned to the general with a smile that could have melted rocks.


  “By the way, Iftang, my friends call me Anaxantis.”


  “And how—” Hemarchidas began.


  “I’ll race you to that bridge there,” Anaxantis yelled and grinned at him. “Hyyya.”


  He gave his horse the spurs and darted away, his blond hair trailing behind him.


  “Anaxantis,” Hemarchidas shouted after him. “Slow down. You don’t know this road. You’ll break your neck. Slow down, you little fool.”


  Seeing that his warnings went unheeded, he gave his own horse the spurs while turning to the general.


  “Follow him,” he yelled at the general.


  They both raced after him. Hemarchidas with a grim look on his face, Iftang laughing out loud.


  Oh, I’ll follow him. To the seven pits of Murokthil and back if need be. I’m thirty-two and I feel more like twenty when I’m with him than when I actually was twenty.
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  I‘m getting too old for this, Athildis thought while she stared out of the window of her room. The youngest of that nest of vipers he may be, but I’d better not underestimate him. They say that he forced his brother, not only to resign as lord governor, but to renounce his name and lineage as well. Who would have thought that one day a descendant of that horrible Bordomach would find a new perverse use for that preposterous piece of legislation? They also say he is pretty like a girl. Maybe he fights like a girl too. Well, this old girl has been far longer at the game than he has.


  She heard a soft knock on the door and, having recognized by its typical rhythm who it was, said, “Enter.”


  After all these years he still knocks.


  “You’re worrying again about tomorrow’s visit of the prince?” the man who entered asked when he saw her distressed face. He was sixty-nine, a year older than Athildis.


  “Yes, Threnn dear, I don’t have a good feeling about this.” She hesitated. “We can take him, can’t we?” she added, unsure of herself.


  “Of course we can, my love, we’ll run circles around him. We’ll make his head so dizzy with hundreds of little facts and dozens of reasons why we can’t do more than what we’re doing, he won’t know what is fore and aft anymore. Tomorrow evening we’ll stuff him with fine food and pour so much wine into his pretty little mouth, that he won’t be able to think straight anymore. Then we’ll offer him five hundred men, double what we promised him and his brother. He’ll go home feeling like a conqueror.”


  Threnn laughed reassuringly at her and caressed her cheek.


  “You’ll see… Remember how we fooled his grandfather, Portonas?”


  “Portonas? Portonas? Bordomach you mean. Yes, I remember. But then we were young, Threnn, and we bit into every new day with that hunger that only the young have. And every bite we took tasted fresh, not dry and stale. Arranulf was still with us… More than twenty-five years he is gone now.”


  She sighed.


  “I still miss him every day, as I am sure you do. Do you think he ever knew?” Threnn said.


  “About us?” Athildis shrugged. “I’m almost certain he did. He never said a word, though. He loved me too much. And he loved you too much. He always knew that my… my needs were far greater than his. Once, when you and I were together, I thought I heard something, but nobody came in, and a few minutes later we heard him singing to himself downstairs. It took him a while to get upstairs, and by then we were quietly talking as if nothing had happened. I’ve always suspected that the noise I heard was him, but that he silently retraced his steps. He didn’t want to lose either of us and probably reckoned that his honor was safe enough in your hands. As it was. Do you know I couldn’t have told you whose child little Arranulf was, his or yours? Neither could he, but he didn’t mind. Not too much, anyway. On one of those bright days, when we watched you teaching our son some stupid man-stuff or other, he said that our boy was lucky to have two fathers.”


  Threnn smiled at her.


  “Sadly enough he needed his spare father, and now that boy is gone as well and rests beside his true father. Both times you had to take the reins of the duchy in hand. Once when your husband died and you had to safeguard the inheritance of your son and then again when he in his turn died much too soon, and you had to do the same for your grandson. Both times you did a marvelous job, my dear.”


  Athildis looked at him.


  “I could only do it because I knew I had you by my side. Little Arranulf has the mandotmeros, the wolf’s eye, so his father must have been the son of my husband. Sorry, dear, he wasn’t yours. The mandotmeros runs only in the ducal family of Landemere, once every few generations. Some would call it a deformity, but it’s only a strange mixture of colors in one eye that give it a fierce, penetrating quality and I’m glad he has it. It proves his legitimacy beyond any shadow of a doubt.” She took Threnn’s hand. “But that doesn’t mean that you weren’t my son’s true father as well, my love. It was you who raised him and made a man, a duke out of him, just as you raised his son, our grandchild.”


  She sighed.


  “It all went so different from what we had hoped, didn’t it?” Threnn said softly. “We were almost ready. Everyone knew that Berimar was finished, that he couldn’t hold on to the Devil’s Crown. If Bordomach hadn’t moved so fast, it could very well have been that the Royal House of Landemere would be sitting upon the throne now, and that you would be the queen-regent.”


  “Would we have been ready, you think?”


  “Oh yes. Arranulf was a master strategist. But who would have thought that Bordomach would risk his bid for the throne with barely eight thousand men? Arranulf was clever enough to send envoys to both him and Berimar, each promising exactly the same, that help was on its way. Nothing in writing of course. When Berimar fell on the Karmenian Hill, our envoy in his camp quietly disappeared. Of course, a token Landemere force was underway. And came too late. A ploy we have since used a few times with good results.”


  “I’ve always suspected Bordomach knew we were playing both sides. Remember that border dispute we had a few years after he became king? I don’t recall exactly, but it was about a few meadows. He decided against us and for… for…”


  “For Ramaldah. I think you’re right. It was his way of saying that he knew what we did during the struggle for the Devil’s Crown, that he would let it rest but that we should never forget who won in the end.”


  Athildis shivered although it was warm in the room.


  “What if he hadn’t let it rest, Threnn?”


  “Arranulf was ready, my dear. Like I said, he was a master strategist. Anybody in his place would have done one of two things. Either prepare the duchy for a long fight and make it as impregnable as possible, or take the field and meet Bordomach head on and throw it all upon one battle. Arranulf didn’t believe in a defensive strategy. In the long run it was a losing game, he used to say. You hem yourself in, while your enemy can pick his own good time to attack you and draw upon outside resources. In the meantime yours, which are finite, are slowly dwindling away. No, if Bordomach had marched against us we had a plan ready. We would have occupied Amiratha in a lightning fast campaign. That would have given us control over its vast resources and ample space to retreat if necessary. We could have held out indefinitely in the hills of Amiratha and we knew Bordomach couldn’t afford a protracted war, not with his claims on the throne as flimsy as they were. He needed Ximerion to be peaceful as quickly as possible. So, in the end, after having considered all options, he left us alone. You could even say Arranulf had won the face-off. Without shedding one drop of blood.”


  “Those are the best battles, aren’t they? The ones that are never fought.”


  Threnn laid his hand upon her shoulders.


  “So, smile, my love. This Tanahkos is just another one we’ll have to hoodwink. We’ll pull the wool over his eyes and send him on his merry way, laden with a lot of empty promises and a few glass stones he will take for diamonds. We’ll have gained another few years of peace for the current Arranulf to grow up and learn the ropes.”


  “I don’t know, Threnn, it is as if I can feel Bordomach’s cold shadow looming over the duchy.”


  “Nonsense, my dear, you’ll find him in his mausoleum in Ormidon, under a stone, spreading lies even in death, saying that there lies Portonas the Third when only the bones of Bordomach the Robber are to be found there.”


  Athildis smiled at him. Once more he had managed to assuage her fears and give her renewed courage. She looked at his old, wrinkled face and his bald head, but when she stared into his eyes she saw for a moment the young man with the brown wavy hair she had fallen in love with. Out of the corner of her eyes she thought she could see Arranulf, with his generous, mocking yet indulgent smile, whom she had loved equally.


  “Were you ever jealous of Arranulf?”


  She suddenly had to know.


  Threnn looked at her with a twinkle in his eyes.


  “Of course I was jealous of your husband, but jealous of my friend? Never.” He shrugged, but smiled at the same time. “In the end I think we both decided that you had enough love for both of us… But, come, leave the past to the past. The present needs us and we have to be ready to give all, like the Landemere battle cry says.”


  Athildis straightened her back and nodded in agreement.


  “All for Landemere,” she said with fresh energy.
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  “You’re putting quite a lot of food in there, Renda,” the chief cook grumbled disapprovingly.


  Renda kept filling her basket and then put a clean cloth over it.


  “Well, it’s the young man’s eighteenth birthday and his brother has asked me to prepare him something special.”


  “Renda, Renda, you’re far too soft-hearted. You’re a pushover.”


  “He is all alone there in that tower with his little brother gone, the poor sod, and it is his birthday. Nobody should be alone on his birthday.”


  “That arrogant git,” the chief cook snorted. “I bet he’s not so conceited anymore.”


  “He’s actually quite a nice young man. I think that was all an act, that so-called pretentiousness, you know. What with everybody pulling at him. Did you ever stop to think that it couldn’t have been easy for him? So young and all those responsibilities.”


  “Not easy? We, we don’t have it easy,” the chief cook muttered.


  He remained silent for a few minutes, thinking she was too good for this world.


  “By the way, I’ll have you know that I’ve got responsibilities too, you know.” He turned his back to her and started cutting some vegetables. “Like for instance those fresh meat pies there in the corner. I still have to count them. As it is I wouldn’t even notice if one or two went missing. We can’t have that, can we? See? My responsibility.”


  “Yes,” Renda replied as she hastily stuffed two meat pies in the basket.


  “And those wine flasks, there in the crate near the wall. For the life of me I couldn’t tell how many there are and which are full or empty. I must check them. Again, my responsibility.”


  “I see,” Renda said as two flasks of wine disappeared under the cloth.


  She went over to him and kissed him on the cheek.


  “Don’t do that, woman,” he grumbled.


  “Oh, you soft, cuddly bear, you,” she said, snickering. “I’ll be back in about an hour. He deserves some company.”


  “Oh no, you won’t, woman. You made me so mad with all your silly talk that I can’t bear to set eyes on you anymore today. Off with you. I’ll see you tomorrow and not a moment sooner. And not another word out of you.”


  Renda hurried out of the kitchen.
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  “Renda, you needn’t knock, you know. Just come in,” Ehandar said when he opened the door.


  “Oh, hon, it’s the little courtesies that make life bearable, I find, wouldn’t you agree? Anyway, are you hungry? I’ve brought some delicious stuff today.”


  Ehandar went over to a cabinet to get a plate, a knife and a two-pronged fork. The last item was a novelty, used at the royal court. The latest thing in sophistication.


  “Renda, there’s a lot of food there,” he said hesitatingly.


  It wasn’t fitting. He was a prince after all, renunciation or no, but she couldn’t help herself. She took him in her arms and gave him a kiss on both cheeks.


  “Happy birthday, hon,” she said.


  “How… how did you know?” Ehandar asked stunned.


  “Your little brother told me and asked me to make you something extra special today.”


  “He did?” Ehandar choked.


  “Yes, and he said to tell you that he is sorry he can’t be here, but that he wishes you a happy birthday. Oh, before I forget, he told me to give you this. A present.”


  She delved into her basket and handed Ehandar a package wrapped in cloth. He recognized it immediately. It was the same kind of cloth in which the dagger had been wrapped.


  “Open it, open it already,” Renda edged him on.


  “You didn’t take a peek?” Ehandar smiled.


  “No, of course not, hon. I wanted to, but I didn’t.”


  When Ehandar had opened the package he held a slender, silver flute and two little books in his hands.


  “Oh, isn’t it beautiful?” Renda exclaimed. “What are those books?”


  “One seems to contain instructions and examples of how to play it,” Ehandar said while rifling though them. “The other contains various melodies and songs.”


  “It will help you pass the time. How nice of your little brother, don’t you think so, hon?”


  “Yes, it really is,” Ehandar said almost on the verge of tears, holding the flute.


  “I had about the same idea, but I’m not that rich,” she said while she produced a small wooden box from the pocket of her apron. “And a happy birthday from me too,” she said as she handed the box over.


  “Oh, Renda, you shouldn’t have,” he mumbled embarrassed while opening it. “They’re playing cards. Renda, I can’t accept this. That’s far too expensive.”


  “They’re not new, hon, sorry. I got them cheap. I’m a master haggler, you know. If you want I’ll teach you some games you can play all by yourself.”


  “Don’t you have to go back to the kitchen?”


  “Eh, as luck would have it, I have the afternoon off, so I can stay as long as you can stand me and my chattery mouth.”


  “That’s fantastic,” Ehandar said, beaming. “We’ll play cards and try out the flute. I think we have a chess game here somewhere. Oh, and you must join me for dinner. Look how much there is.”


  Renda had stuffed herself barely an hour before and felt she would explode if she took a single bite more.


  “If you insist, hon, gladly. I can’t eat much, mind you, I’m too fat as it is, and the camp physician says I have to shed some weight. But a bite or two can’t hurt I suppose.”


  Ehandar got a second plate, knife and fork.


  When darkness began to fall, Renda left. She was slightly tipsy and felt warm and fuzzy. The poor young man seemed to have enjoyed the afternoon and her company.


  Ehandar took a closer look at the silver flute. By the trembling light of a candle he could make out two small marks in the metal. One clearly depicted a bear, standing on its hind legs, its forepaws stretched out as if protecting the tower behind it. The escutcheon of Dermolhea. The other one looked like an acorn. He went looking for the dagger Anaxantis had given him on his return from his visit to Doctor Tollbir. Redina Mo Sevrai. He let his thumb glide over the engraving and then studied the blade. Near the hilt he found the same two marks.


  I thought so. The workmanship seemed similar. They both come from the same silversmith. That acorn mark is probably his sign. He must have bought them at the same time when he was in Dermolhea. Did he know already that I would have a use for it? No, it’s my imagination. He couldn’t have known. It was just a beautiful, shiny object that he thought I would like.
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  The third night they lodged in the castle of the Lord of Ramaldah, a small demesne bordering on the duchy of Landemere. Portonas III had decided a border dispute between them in favor of Ramaldah, so, though almost as poor as his peasants, the lord couldn’t refuse a prince of the House of Tanahkos and his retinue a meal and a bed. The cavalry slept in its tents in a meadow in the neighborhood.


  The castle looked ancient. It seemed to have started out as a fortified farm, to which generations upon generations of lords of Ramaldah had added various annexes, turrets and defensive walls. By now it could use some repairs, but looked serviceable enough.


  Sir Eckfred of Ramaldah received his high guest with enthusiasm. It was after all the most exciting thing that had happened in decades. He presented his son, Obyann, a surly boy of around fifteen, to the prince. Obyann didn’t seem particularly impressed or honored, but was civil enough. Anaxantis tried not to look too surprised. Sir Eckfred was a great, thickset man, enormously strong, but kind with a round face that had some bovine qualities that his close-cropped, black curly hair and permanent benign smile helped reinforce. One could very well imagine that he helped out with the harvest himself. His son on the other hand was slender, with straw blond, shaggy hair in permanent disarray. He looked at the world with disdain and distrust. As a result he appeared disgruntled most of the time. It was clear that he wasn’t prepared to take any nonsense from whosoever, and that he wanted the whole world to know it. It was hard to imagine that this odd pair was in fact father and son.


  After what was meant to be a festive meal, but consisted of plain, hearty, though not bad-tasting dishes that somehow all seemed to contain celery, Sir Eckfred showed Anaxantis the room they had prepared for him.


  “It’s our best guest room, Your Princeliness, but I’m sure it is far beneath your usual standards,” the lord of Ramaldah excused himself proactively while opening the door. “However, it is not drafty and I had it cleaned just this week.”


  “Oh, I’m sure it will do fine, Sir Eckfred. Please, don’t take too much trouble on my behalf.”


  The room was vast and dominated by an enormous bed. Cabinets, a table and some chairs completed the sparse furnishing. All pieces were of good quality, but very old, and none seemed to go with the others. Yet, the room felt homely and strangely cozy for such a big space.


  “I’ll leave you to it then, Your Mightiness,” Sir Eckfred said after a few moments. “I hope you’ll find the bed comfortable.”


  “Sir Eckfred,” Anaxantis said hesitantly, “I couldn’t help but notice that, how shall I put this… there is a certain lack of ostentatiousness about Ramaldah.”


  “Piss-poor, that’s what we are.” Sir Eckfred grinned. “It’s not easy. Ramaldah is a small demesne and we depend entirely on what the land yields. I’m not exactly a duke of Landemere. My son and I do the rounds of the domain every day to keep an eye on the peasants. I swear, if we didn’t, they would never rotate the crops and would deplete the soil in four, five years. The grain would rot in the fields if we didn’t tell them when to harvest it. It’s not that they’re bad people, Your Princeliness, they’re just not used to thinking ahead. But I don’t want to bore you with our troubles.”


  “On the contrary, Sir Eckfred. I admire a man who takes his responsibilities seriously, and who isn’t afraid to help out himself when necessary. I imagine my visit here must be a drain on your reserves?”


  “Think nothing of it, please. Your grandfather arbitrated wisely in a conflict we had with the duchy and which otherwise could have turned very nasty indeed. So we owe your House a debt of gratitude, and, difficult or not, we always pay our debts.”


  “Still, it doesn’t seem fair that a chance visit of a spoiled prince should wreak havoc with your reserves and empty your coffers of your hard-earned money.” Anaxantis reached into his bags. “I like to pay my way, Sir Eckfred. It’s just us here, and you seem a practical man, so you won’t think that I mean to insult you when I ask you to accept this purse as reimbursement for the unexpected expenses I caused.”


  Sir Eckfred took two steps back.


  “I couldn’t, Your Princehood, you’re our guest after all.”


  “You can and you will. I insist,” Anaxantis said. “What if the next harvest is not all you expect it to be?”


  “There’s that of course. I must admit your offer is very tempting, but—”


  “As I said, it’s just us here. Nobody needs to know. Now, take it.”


  He held the purse in his outstretched hand and Sir Eckfred took it gingerly, slightly blushing.


  “I’m a bit embarrassed, but you’re right. I can’t run the risk that my people go hungry. Not with so many pregnant peasant women and so many little ones around already. I swear, they breed like crazy rabbits.”


  After Sir Eckfred had taken his leave, Anaxantis had his friends called to his room. He told them how he planned to handle his visit to the duchy and what exactly he wanted them to do.


  “Isn’t that a great risk to take? After all, we have but two hundred and fifty men,” Hemarchidas worried after he had finished.


  Anaxantis grinned, self-assured.


  “We also have the authority of the lord governor, which in effect is the same as the authority of the king. Besides, if we can crush its head I’m not too worried about the rest of the snake.”


  “I’ve studied the campaigns of Portonas III, your grandfather. It’s typically something he would do. A daring strike to the very heart,” Iftang said. He rubbed his hands. “I can’t wait. Finally, finally we’re doing something.”


  After they had left, Anaxantis undressed and went to bed.


  I totally forgot, he thought when he laid his head down.


  “Happy birthday, Ehandar,” he whispered in the dark.
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  Chapter 15


  Poison in a Pretty Cup
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  The Duchess-Regent of Landemere had just been visited by a rather arrogant young man, one Tomar Something, who highhandedly had told her what His Royal Highness, Prince Anaxantis, lord governor of the Northern Marches would require for himself and his retinue. His personal guard of more than forty men and some friends would need a place within the castle. The rest of his soldiers would camp outside. He wanted to meet the duchess-regent and the young duke immediately after his arrival, which he expected to be within a few hours.


  Sighing, she had asked Threnn to arrange for fifty men of the garrison to also go camping outside the castle and free up their places for the soldiers of the prince. No sense in fighting the small battles.


  She had called for Arranulf to wait with her and Threnn in her room. From her windows she had a perfect view of the inner court and the gates. An hour after midday, noise coming from the gate told her that the high guest had arrived, and indeed the first men on horseback entered the inner court. She immediately identified the young man in the bright yellow tunic with the black dragon embroidered upon it and the long blond hair as the prince-governor. He was surrounded by what appeared to be his personal retinue, and after him soldiers came through the gates. And came. And kept coming. This was no mere forty or fifty men. More like a hundred and fifty. While still wondering why so many men had followed the prince into the castle she heard the familiar rattling of the drawbridge being pulled up and the portcullis being lowered. She saw the prince, his followers and a sizable group of soldiers hurry to the main building, to the great hall.


  Arranulf and Threnn had also heard and seen what was happening in the inner court.


  “Quick,” Athildis said trying to stem a foreboding of fear, “to the great hall. That damn Tanahkos is planning something.”


  Lethoras had been the first to pass the gates, and together with a dozen cavalrymen he had dismounted and entered the gatehouse. While the three Landemere guards were kept in check by the others, he and two soldiers had run up to the second floor where the windlass and the mechanism to raise the drawbridge were situated. To his relief the works were relatively new, and they were equipped with counterweights, which meant that two men could operate them easily.


  In rapid succession Anaxantis and the rest of the cavalry had entered the castle through the gatehouse, and no sooner had the last cavalrymen passed than the portcullis was lowered and the drawbridge raised. Once on the inner court everybody had dismounted, which transformed it seemingly into an enormous stable. The captains knew what to do. Groups of soldiers ran up the stairs to the wall walks, while a group of about a hundred penetrated the lodgings of the garrison. They were met by seventy ducal guards. After a short exchange both captains decided to postpone hostilities until their masters had decided their issues.


  Anaxantis, his friends and thirty soldiers entered the great hall. They were met in the antechamber by a steward who welcomed them, though he seemed a bit rattled by the noises he had heard and by the grim expression on the faces of his guests.


  “Welcome, Your Royal Highness,” the steward said, his professionalism taking over. “May I invite you and your retinue to partake in the refreshments we have prepared for you?” He pointed to two big tables, laden with wine pitchers, cups and different plates with food. “The duchess-regent and the young duke will be with us momentarily.”


  Anaxantis ignored him and walked straight to the enormous doors that led to the great hall proper, but upon trying to open them found they were locked.


  “Open them,” he ordered the steward.


  “I am under strict orders to keep them closed until Her Ladyship has arrived, Your Royal Highness,” the steward replied nervously.


  “I don’t care about your orders. Open the doors or I’ll have them battered down.”


  Hemarchidas drew his dagger and forced an arm of the now cowering steward behind his back. Bortram saw the big ring with keys at his belt and took it. Moments later the group entered the great hall.


  Meanwhile a servant, sent out by Athildis to fetch her own guard, had come back.


  “My Lady, the guards are unable to come. The soldiers of the prince won’t let them leave their quarters. Both captains await further orders from you and his Royal Highness.”


  Athildis looked at Threnn.


  “What now?”


  “Let’s stay calm,” Threnn said. “There’s nothing for it but to confront him.”


  “Threnn, this can’t be good. He has cut us off from the outside, and he has as many men inside the castle as we have. Probably more. The devious, little rat. He had me remove fifty soldiers.”


  “Grandmother,” young Arranulf intervened, “let’s just see what the meaning of all this is. Maybe he has an explanation.”


  Athildis’s instinct was to send her grandson somewhere safe, the problem being that she was not sure if there still was a safe place to be found in the castle. She decided the best thing to do was to keep him by her side.


  He is so young. From that single fine strand the whole future of the House of Landemere hangs. After all these years, this is what it finally comes down to… one little boy.


  “Very well, let’s go and look the adder in the eyes,” she said.
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  The great hall was surprisingly light, thanks to several windows high up, near the ceiling. From the walls hung colorful tapestries, banners, and several pieces of armor. Most items had clearly seen action at one time or another. There were two enormous tables that almost ran the whole length of the hall. At the farthest end, facing the main entrance, stood the ducal throne on a dais. Behind it hung the standard of Landemere, a sun with rays on a blue field.


  Once the group was inside, Anaxantis ordered the doors closed and went resolutely to the throne. From nearby it became clear that it was enormous. In fact, it was so big that he couldn’t sit down easily on it.


  “What are those dukes of Landemere? Giants?” he cried out in a frustrated voice.


  Bortram picked him up and set him down on the throne, like he would have put a sack of beans on a table. Which didn’t do much for Anaxantis’s mood.


  “This is ridiculous. Look, my feet don’t even touch the ground.”


  Bortram meanwhile looked on both sides of the enormous chair and then went behind it.


  “Ha,” he said, almost immediately, “here it is. I thought so. It had to be somewhere in the vicinity.”


  He appeared from behind the throne, carrying a wooden footrest.


  “Lift your feet,” he said to Anaxantis and placed it before the throne.


  From a distance it looked as if it was an integral part of the big chair, although from nearby it was clear that it had been manufactured much more recently.


  Anaxantis put his feet upon it.


  “That’s it. Perfect. How did you know that this thing was there?”


  “It stood to reason, didn’t it?” Bortram replied. “The young duke is fourteen, fifteen years old. He probably wouldn’t reach the ground either, and since he would have to sit on the throne on official occasions, it was logical that something like this had to be around.”


  “Ha, yes, when you explain it…” Anaxantis mumbled. “Guards,” he shouted.


  He had taken Ehandar’s soldiers into his own service and so his personal guard now counted twelve soldiers, all dressed in tunics with the dragon crest.


  “Six to the left of me, six to right,” he ordered.


  The rest of the soldiers posted themselves by the main entrance and the two smaller side doors.


  They didn’t have to wait long.


  “Open. Open the door for the duke and the duchess-regent,” they heard the steward shout.


  Upon a sign by Anaxantis the soldiers opened the doors, and Athildis with Arranulf by her side entered the hall. They were followed by Threnn, three soldiers who had happened to be in the corridors of the castle and a few attendants.


  When she saw the young prince sitting upon the ducal throne as if he were born there, her worst fears surfaced. She wanted to shout to him that he had no right to sit there, that he must vacate the seat at once and make room for the rightful heir of Landemere. But her long experience took over. However, she couldn’t bear seeing a Tanahkos sitting there and decided to lure him away.


  “Your Royal Highness, welcome to Landemere. I had refreshments prepared. So, if you would like to foll—”


  “I thank you, Madam, but I prefer to immediately dispose of the business at hand,” Anaxantis said imperiously.


  He nodded in the direction of Tomar, who mounted the dais, stood beside the throne, unfolded a parchment and in a sonorous voice began to read.


  WE, ANAXANTIS,
 
 Prince of Ximerion,
 Lord Governor of the Northern Marches,


  To all to whom these Presents shall come,


  GREETINGS.


  



  WHEREAS Athildis, Duchess-Regent of the Duchy of Landemere has refused to send adequate aid at Our request, so attested by a letter, sealed and signed by said Athildis, Duchess-Regent;


  AND WHEREAS as a result grave doubts have been cast upon the sound governance of said Duchy of Landemere;


  AND WHEREAS the defense of the Realm has been compromised by said Athildis, Duchess-Regent of said Duchy of Landemere;


  AND WHEREAS We can no longer put Our trust in said Athildis, Duchess-Regent of said Duchy of Landemere;


  



  NOW KNOW YE that We, by the powers invested in Us by His Glorious Majesty, Tenaxos the First, High King of Ximerion, Archduke of Tanahkos, Overlord of the Ronicerian Isles, etcetera, etcetera, and by Our especial grace, certain knowledge and mere motion do by this Our Charter will, ordain and declare as follows;


  



  OUR WILL AND PLEASURE is that said Duchy of Landemere shall forthwith be placed under Our personal tutelage;


  AND FURTHER Our will and pleasure is that said Athildis shall be placed forthwith under Our guard, pending charges of High Treason, and We do hereby straightly charge and command the Captain of Our Guard to take said Athildis forthwith to Our Castle of Lorseth, there to be kept at Our pleasure;


  AND MOREOVER Our will and pleasure is that Arranulf, fourteenth of that name, Duke of Landemere, shall be placed forthwith under Our guard, and We do hereby straightly charge and command the Captain of Our Guard to take said Arranulf forthwith to his private quarters in Our Castle of Landemere, there to be kept at Our pleasure;


  AND FURTHERMORE Our will and pleasure is that all and every person or persons, in any way connected, affiliated or attached to the service of said Athildis, shall be placed forthwith under Our guard, and We do hereby straightly charge and command the Captain of Our Guard to take said persons forthwith to the dungeons in Our Castle of Landemere, there to be kept at Our pleasure;


  ANY STATUTE, Act, Ordinance, Proviso, Proclamation, or Restraint heretofore had, made, set forth, ordained, or provided, or any other Matter, Cause or Thing whatsoever to the contrary in any wise notwithstanding;


  



  IN WITNESS WHEREOF, we have caused these Our Letters to be made;


  



  WITNESS OURSELF at Lorseth, the Twenty-Seventh Day of November, in the Fourteen Hundred and Fifty-Second Year After the Ending of the Darkening.


  BY WARRANT under the Lord Governor’s Sign Manual and Seal.


  The hall kept spinning around Athildis and she heard again and again echoing in her head “High Treason,” “personal tutelage,” “Our Castle of Landemere,” “at Our pleasure.” Who did this child think he was? The high king himself?


  No, they can’t put Threnn in the dungeons, he is too old. Athildis panicked, at the same time irritated that this was the first coherent thought that came to mind.


  “No, no,” she shouted at the impudent brat, seated on the Landemere throne, “you can’t do that. You have no right to do that. This is an outrage.”


  “I assure you, Madam, that I am well within my rights.”


  Steel-gray eyes looked impassively at Athildis, while a clerk began unfolding parchments on one of the long tables.


  “I invite you to affix your seal to these documents,” Anaxantis said, his voice calm and even.


  “Why? What do they say?” Athildis said in a tone that made clear she wasn’t going to surrender just yet.


  “Essentially, they say that in view of the charter that has just been read, you invite me to take the regency of the duchy of Landemere upon myself. I, of course, agree graciously to take this onerous task upon myself.”


  “Never,” Athildis shouted defiantly.


  Anaxantis made a barely visible sign, and two soldiers took hold of Arranulf and dragged him before the dais. Lethoras drew his sword and with outstretched arm pointed it at the chest of the young duke, who visibly paled.


  “Grandmother,” he cried, looking in her direction for help.


  “Unhand the duke, you brutes,” Athildis shouted.


  “Madam,” Anaxantis intervened with a voice cold as ice, “it seems to me you have a choice to make. Either affix your seal to those documents as I have asked of you, or see the line of the Landemeres end forever before your very eyes.”


  “You wouldn’t dare,” she gasped. “Even you wouldn’t—”


  “Watch me, Madam, watch me.”


  Still Anaxantis showed no emotion, and his voice sounded devoid of all compassion.


  He is the reincarnation of Bordomach. Pure poison in a pretty cup, the duchess thought.


  “You can’t do this to us,” she cried in desperation. “You can’t do this to me. I am a peer of the realm.”


  “You are a traitor and a common thief,” Anaxantis roared. “You misrepresented the revenues of the duchy and withheld tax money that was needed for the defense of the border. You are a thief, and in the Northern Marches we hang thieves. Don’t for one moment imagine, Madam, that your age, your gender or your rank will protect you from swinging by the neck from the gatehouse of this castle. Your avarice and petty deviousness are partly to blame for the loss of fifteen thousand lives twelve years ago. I will not permit you to repeat your crimes. Now decide. Which is it to be?”


  Athildis had cowered back as if every word had been a lash of the whip. Nobody had ever dared speak to her in this manner. Anaxantis raised his right hand to give the sign to Lethoras. Athildis almost fainted, and Threnn had to keep her upright by supporting her from behind by her elbows.


  “All right, all right,” she cried in terror. “Stop that. I agree. I will affix my seal.”


  Anaxantis nodded and Lethoras sheathed his sword.


  “You cruel, evil, vicious… boy,” Athildis hissed under her breath at Anaxantis in powerless rage, while tears fell down her cheeks. “You… you… Tanahkos.”


  She pressed her ring into each of the blobs of fast hardening wax the clerk had dropped onto the parchments.


  So this is how it ends. Not amidst the turmoil of death cries and war, but with a few drops of blood-red wax. Tricked by a demon child who doesn’t balk at vile murder.


  When she had finished, she ran over to Arranulf, who still was recovering from the shock of having a blank sword pointed at his heart, and took him protectively into her arms.


  “Lower the sun and raise the dragon above the castle gates,” she heard the man who had kept the duke at his sword’s point command one of the soldiers. So, it really was the setting of the sun.


  Her shoulders stooped, her head sunk down.


  “I will lodge a formal complaint with your father, the high king,” Athildis said after a few moments, righting herself and regaining some of her former strength.


  “That is your privilege, Madam, however you will exercise it from the dungeons of Lorseth Castle, for which you will depart immediately,” Anaxantis said dispassionately.


  “But I must prepare. I must pack… and my grandson…” Athildis stammered.


  “You ‘must’ nothing, Madam, except obey me. You will depart now. This instant.”


  Arranulf took a few steps towards the dais.


  “Your Highness,” he said, “take me instead of my grandmother.”


  For the first time since the Landemeres had entered the hall, Anaxantis’s face showed some emotion. Surprise. With his almost fifteen years, Arranulf looked still a child, but there was some inner strength showing there. He had a square, pleasant face, accentuated by a strange glimmering in his right eye, and with a sensitive mouth that seemed always on the verge of smiling.


  “Your Grace,” Anaxantis replied, “I—”


  “It makes perfect sense, Your Highness, hear me out,” the young duke insisted. “My grandmother is old, and locking her up in a damp dungeon could be the end of her. The exertions of the journey to Lorseth may kill her as it is. And then you will be left with nothing. Take me instead.”


  Anaxantis hesitated.


  “As much as I admire your offer, Your Grace,” he finally said, “I’m afraid I must decline. The times could grow very dangerous very soon, and I don’t want to be encumbered with the responsibility for children.”


  “May I remind Your Highness,” Arranulf said with an engaging smile, “that he is but a few years older than I am? I am sure I could make myself useful.”


  “And again Your Grace has a point,” Anaxantis, who suddenly began to like this boy, said. “I agree that in ten years the difference in our ages would be so small as to be insignificant. However, at our present age that same difference means that I am the lord governor of the Northern Marches and that Your Grace has yet to come into his inheritance and is in the guardianship of the regent. Me.”


  “All the more reason to take me with you, Your Highness. Surely, there must be a place for me among your pages?”


  “Pages?”


  “A princely court must have pages, mustn’t it? I don’t care to who or what you assign me. Just let Grandmother stay here.”


  Anaxantis now definitely was inclined to take the young duke up on his offer. He thought for a few moments.


  “Very well, Your Grace… I have no pages as I hold no court. Nevertheless you shall have your wish. You are aware that it is not customary to address pages by their titles?”


  “I don’t care. I accept.”


  Anaxantis turned to Hemarchidas who immediately saw what was coming.


  “Oh no, oh no, you don’t. You’re not going to fob him off on me, Anaxantis. I don’t want a page. I don’t need a page.”


  “That ugly stain on your tunic says otherwise, Hemarchidas.” Anaxantis smiled.


  Athildis had listened silently and with mounting disbelief to the conversation.


  “Sir, who are you?” she finally intervened, addressing Hemarchidas, mustering all her remaining authority.


  “I am Hemarchidas of the Cheridoni tribe.”


  “And?”


  “And nothing. That’s it.”


  “You’re a horse breeder,” Athildis said, exasperated. Her world stood on its head. She turned to Anaxantis. “And you let him call you by your given name?”


  “Yes, Madam, I do,” Anaxantis replied, irritated. “And you, Madam, will keep addressing me as Your Highness. That should give you an indication of your importance in the grand scheme of things.”


  “Anaxantis, come on, what am I to do with him?” Hemarchidas complained.


  “Well, for starters he could polish your boots. It looks as if that hasn’t been done for some time.”


  “Yeah, well, you keep us rather busy, if you hadn’t noticed.”


  “Yes, I know, and that’s precisely why—”


  “You’re insufferable. Look at him. He doesn’t even know how to polish boots. He himself has people to do that for him. So don’t you come and—”


  “You’re right,” Arranulf interrupted him. “But I am a quick study. Show me once how you want them done. Once, just once.”


  Arranulf smiled at Hemarchidas insistently, yet with confidence, imploring him to accept.


  “Anaxantis, I can’t possibly take him everywhere on my horse. It will—”


  “I have my own horse,” Arranulf said. “A Cheridonian Fourblood. Grandmother gave him to me for my last birthday. I take care of him myself. I can take care of your horse as well.”


  Hemarchidas’s mouth fell open.


  “That decides it.” Anaxantis laughed. “Arranulf meet my friend Hemarchidas. Hemarchidas, I present you your page, Arranulf. And Arranulf… see to it that he is presentable in the future when he has to accompany me on official business.”


  “Okay, I know when I’m beaten,” Hemarchidas muttered. “At least he has good taste in horses.”


  Athildis couldn’t believe her ears. Had the whole world gone mad? Tanahkos was giving the duke of Landemere as a page to a horse breeder who, to add insult to injury, thought it beneath him to be served by a Landemere. All the while the duke himself begged to be allowed to clean his boots.


  She looked over her shoulders, at Threnn, for support and saw a man who had aged ten years in ten minutes.


  We are both too old for this. I knew it. I knew it. The only thing left for me to do is beg Tanahkos to keep him safe, the duchess thought.


  Suddenly she noticed how very young the prince and his companions were.


  Anaxantis had left the throne and was descending from the dais. Athildis went over to him and took one of his hands between hers.


  “Your Highness, I’m just an old woman, a grandmother, and I beg you… He is all that remains. My husband is gone. My son is gone. My grandson is all that I have left. He is the last of the Landemeres. There is a war coming…”


  Anaxantis looked her in the eyes.


  Poor woman. She is beaten and she knows it.


  “Yes, war could be upon us,” he said softly. “Arranulf may see some action, but I promise you that it will be from the very last line, and I will give orders that he is to be the first to be escorted off the field, should the fortunes of war turn against us. Have no fear, his life will never be in any danger. You have the word of Anaxantis, Madam.”


  “Thank you, Your Highness,” she whispered and turned around to join Threnn to seek and give comfort.


  “And, Madam…”


  She looked back at him.


  “You are under arrest. You will be escorted to your quarters. You are not to leave them, and you are to have no contact with anybody until we have examined all the records of the duchy. You have fifteen minutes to say your goodbyes.”


  “Yes, Your Highness,” the old woman murmured.


  Arranulf came up to Anaxantis.


  “Thank you, Your Highness,” he said simply.


  “My Lord will suffice in the future, Arranulf,” Anaxantis replied. He smiled. “And you’re welcome.”


  “Would you… would you… if Grandmother hadn’t…”


  “Aren’t you glad we didn’t have to find out?”


  The steward entered the quarters of the soldiers. Anaxantis’s men occupied the whole first floor, while the ducal troops had retired to the second. Both captains sat beside each other on the stairs.


  “The prince and the duchess have reached an agreement,” he said to them. “Shall I read it to you?”


  “Give it to me, man,” the Landemere captain snarled. “I’ll read it for myself.”


  When he had done so, he nodded and gave the parchment to his colleague.


  “It seems your master has become our master,” he said. “A good thing. I really didn’t want to fight you.”


  “Indeed, it would have been blood spilled for nothing. Well, it seems Prince Anaxantis is regent of Landemere.”


  Prince Anaxantis is regent of Landemere, one of the cavalrymen thought sadly. That should have been you, Ehandar. It should have been us, mounting this coup. It could have been us.
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  From the great balcony at the back of the Temple of Astonema, the First Daughter looked at the city sprawled far beneath her feet.


  We can come back from this. We can. We have to reassess our options and adjust our plans accordingly. We’ll write this off as a necessary learning experience. We know more now than we did before. That should give us an advantage.


  She sighed. She would have to convince her sisters one more time. Well, it was nothing she hadn’t done before, and she could do it again.


  She went back into the great room, with its white marble walls and enormous windows. She had barely sat down at the head of the table, when the Second and Third Daughter came in through a door that gave out to an adjacent room. Something nagged at the back of her brain, but the First Daughter ignored it. When they had also taken their seats and exchanged some trivial niceties, the Second Daughter spoke.


  “Sister,” she said to the First Daughter, “it can’t be denied anymore. Your great plan has failed. Queen Emelasuntha has escaped the clutches of her husband, but she is not in our hands. All signs indicate that she is now aware of the fact that we have drugged her son for years. Doctor Maelar has vanished from the face of the earth, and we are fairly certain that Emelasuntha had something to do with his disappearance. Sister Sobrathi, who we had thought we had ourselves placed in the retinue of the queen, has proven to be a double agent. Our top operatives always arrive too late on the scene. Anaxantis himself, the cornerstone of your plan, has awoken from his weakened state and is equally aware of the fact that somebody tried to poison him. And everything we learned of him indicates that he is a dangerous enemy… Need I go on?”


  The First Daughter gave her a stern look.


  “Minor setbacks. Just the dues we had to pay. We have learned a lot and now it is time to regroup, amend the plan where necessary and with renewed vigor—”


  “No, sister, no,” the Second Daughter said softly. “Your plan has failed. Completely and utterly. There is no repairing or amending it. It is finished.”


  “But, we still—”


  “No, sister, the High Synod doesn’t think so.”


  “The High Synod? Who has convened the High Synod without my knowledge?” the First Daughter snapped at her.


  “We have,” the Third Daughter intervened, pointing to herself and the Second Daughter. “As is our right.”


  The High Priestess knew it was over. There was no appeal against decisions of the High Synod. Even for her.


  “Very well,” she said, retaining her composure with difficulty, “and what has the High Synod decided?”


  “We couldn’t reach a consensus so—”


  “The Sacred Vote,” the First Daughter whispered.


  “Yes,” the Second Daughter confirmed.


  For a long time you have coveted my seat, the First Daughter thought with bitterness, and now you’ve seen your chance, and you have taken it.


  The Third Daughter stood up and went to a cabinet from which she took a large golden cup. The workmanship looked ancient, very delicate and pretty. She placed it before the First Daughter, and she put a small amount of red wine in it from a silver pitcher. Then she went over to the small door by which she had entered. In a little room, eighteen priestesses, each carrying a small vial, were waiting. Upon her sign one of them went to the right of a screen and disappeared behind it. There, on a table, stood two marble chalices. The white one was filled with ordinary water, while in the black one was an odorless, tasteless and colorless liquid poison. She filled her vial from one of the chalices and reemerged on the left side of the screen. She went over to the main room, to the head of the table and emptied her vial into the cup that stood before the First Daughter.


  “In the name of the Great Goddess, Your Holiness,” she whispered.


  One by one the priestesses filed by and emptied their vials. It seemed interminable. The Second and Third Daughter were the last to cast their vote. Then the door closed.


  Can I beat this? Five doses of poison I may survive. I will be sick, but I won’t die. I’m sure that until a few years ago I could have survived ten or even twelve doses. But now? I can only hope that there are either only two or three doses in there, and then I will surely survive or more than fifteen, and then it will be over quickly.


  With a defiant look at her sisters, the First Daughter took the cup and drained it in three long draughts. With a loud thud she set it back on the table and waited a few seconds. She stood up and took a few steps as if to test whether she still could. A triumphant look appeared on her face when she turned to the Second Daughter.


  “Ha,” she began, “you thought that I had lost all—”


  She halted, grabbed with one bony hand at her throat and faltered. She was dead before her body hit the floor.
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  “What?” Tenaxos yelled at an empty room.


  He squinted again at the little piece of parchment that had just arrived by carrier pigeon and looked at the date.


  Four days ago. The little devil has forced old Athildis to appoint him regent of Landemere. Armed with a winning smile, his blond hair, and, not to mention, two hundred and fifty something soldiers he enters Landemere Castle, closes the gates behind him, arrests Athildis, her entire retinue and the young duke, and puts the duchy under tutelage. Then he threatens to kill the last of the Landemeres before her very eyes if she doesn’t agree to hand over the regency to him.


  Father would have been so proud of him. The simplicity. The daring of it. The sheer arrogance and brutality.


  The high king paced up and down the spacious room. He looked again at the parchment.


  He has issued a Royal Writ, but in his own name. Or rather, a Gubernatorial Writ, using only the powers I have given him. “We, Anaxantis, Prince of Ximerion, Lord Governor of the Northern Marches.” Damn him. “We, Anaxantis” indeed. Lord governor. Sole lord governor.


  He went over to his worktable and retrieved two other parchments, scanning them hastily.


  According to one of Dem’s reports he somehow compelled Ehandar to renounce his name and lineage. Oh, how Father would have laughed. He would choke with mirth, the old bastard, were he to know that one of his grandsons made use of one those perversions of jurisprudence of his to eliminate a brother and a rival. I should have abolished those abominations years ago. Damn. I thought I was rid of the ugly, old rogue for good, and it seems as if he has already reincarnated. As a pretty boy. The irony. And Ehandar, the fool. I knew he would come to regret the day he put his trust in Emelasuntha’s offspring. I knew it. Well, it’s his own fault. I haven’t intervened when he took his little brother prisoner, and I will not intervene on his behalf either. You’ve made your bed, son. Now lie in it.


  He sat down in his easy chair by the fire and massaged his temples with the fingertips of both hands.


  But what does it all mean? Well, there is, as far as he knows, nobody anymore with the authority to stop or countermand him. He knows I dare not leave the southern border. He has planned the Landemere coup in all secrecy. He has flatly refused to involve Demrac, or even to inform him, except after the fact. And now he is lord and master of Landemere, the only force that could have resisted Father in his bid for the throne. Ha. Father didn’t even dare trouble them too much after his accession, and his grandson simply snatches it all out of their hands and reduces the duke to a page of one of his lowborn friends. Another pretty boy, they say…


  What is he planning? Because he is planning something, that’s as clear as the day is long. But what, damn it, what? Surely, it is too early to come after the Devil’s Crown, isn’t it? Well, he won’t find it so easy to shove me aside. He doesn’t know that I played that game long before he was born. The last years of his glorious reign, Portonas III was nothing more than a puppet on a string. A dancing monkey. And it was I who played the tune. So, I know how it’s done…


  He stared for a long time into the flames. Then he took a parchment that lay beside the chair of the floor and read it over.


  Let him mobilize the whole of Landemere if he wants. I am prepared for that. As for the rest… well, with a modicum of luck I will know of his further plans before he can do much harm.


  He let his eyes wander over the parchment until he found the passage that appeased his restless mind somewhat.


  He never tells everything to any one person, except maybe Hemarchidas. I doubt, however, that he tells even him his deepest thoughts or what his final goals are. He reveals his intentions only at the last possible moment. We were almost at our destination, before he told the Clan that he meant to simply subjugate the whole duchy, remove the Landemeres from power, and how he was planning to accomplish all that. But I trust that much can be inferred from the orders he gives, and by listening, not only to what he tells me, but what he tells others. By piecing all those snippets of information together, a coherent picture should emerge over time.


  It can’t be that difficult, now that he has welcomed me into his inner circle.
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  Chapter 16


  Empty Promises and Idle Threats
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  “Seri, Seri, hey Serimar, are you dreaming?” a young cavalryman shouted in Gorth’s ear, while shaking him by the shoulder.


  “Huh? Oh, it’s you. Yes, I’m afraid I was dosing off.”


  Noldor sat beside Gorth on the bank that stood against the wall.


  “I admit this must be boring, watching the windlass of the drawbridge,” he said. “I wonder why it’s necessary to post a guard here? There are five men downstairs.”


  “I suppose it’s a question of better safe than sorry.” Gorth shrugged. “I don’t mind. It gives me the opportunity to catch up a bit on lost sleep. That is, when I am not interrupted by killjoys like you.”


  He grinned.


  “Sleep on your own time, Seri.” Noldor grinned back. “So, are you applying?”


  “For service in Landemere? Nah. I don’t think so.”


  “Why not? It’s an automatic promotion. I am. I’ll be a sergeant at nineteen, can you imagine? My father made sergeant at forty-two. And the pay is better.”


  “I agree it’s tempting, but no.” I can’t. I’ll be stuck here in Landemere for months on end. I must get back to Lorseth as soon as possible and find a way to free Ehandar.


  “Your loss. You’ve got to admit, the young lord governor knows what he’s doing. He’s regent of Landemere for barely two days and he organizes a banquet for the officers of the army. Cunning little boy. He begins with announcing that everybody’s pay is doubled. For all three hundred of them. Whatever lingering doubts they had about him taking over the regency went out the window then and there. Then they eat, and between courses he announces that he is enlarging the army to three thousand men and that he is counting on them to lead it. Promotions all around. Almost every soldier becomes a sergeant or a captain, every sergeant and captain becomes a staff officer, not to mention that a few new generals will be needed. They hailed him as a new god. Not only a rise in pay, but a rise in rank as well. Most of them will be going home with triple the salary, and more, than what they earned under the old duchess-regent. By the time dessert was served, they would have ripped anybody to pieces who so much as looked askew at him.”


  “It’s not his money he’s spending.”


  “Who cares? As long as he is spending it on the army. Plenty of opportunities for us too. The new army needs to be trained. I have tendered my resignation with the Ximerionian cavalry and enlisted with the Landemere Contingent. They’re forming a thousand men strong cavalry. We all get Cheridonian horses, can you imagine? Really, Seri, you’re a fool if you let this opportunity get by you.”


  “Maybe, but I always wanted to travel. See the world, you know. I guess I’m just not that ambitious. As soon as I have saved up some more, I want to go to the independent city states. Or Zyntrea, maybe.” And as soon as I can get Ehandar out of that tower where his little brother is keeping him, that’s exactly what we’ll do.


  Ehandar’s renunciation was big news, and rumors were rife all over the camp when Gorth had returned from Soranza. In vain he had tried to imagine what could have moved his friend to take this disastrous step. Thinking back to their last conversation, he came up with a hypothesis, but reserved judgment until he would have had the chance to speak with him.


  For days on end, whenever his duties had permitted it, he had observed Lorseth Castle and the main tower where the private quarters of the brothers were. By day it was fairly easy to get access to the inner court. There were so many comings and goings, that one person more didn’t raise suspicion. The entrance to the tower however was heavily guarded. In the morning a group of servants entered and reemerged a few hours later. They were clearly the people that maintained the place. Vaguely he wondered if it wouldn’t be possible to enter with them. Around midday a rather jolly woman entered with a basket, covered with a cloth. As she came from the kitchens, it was clear that she brought food to Ehandar. He thought about trying to bribe her to get a message to him, but decided against it as too risky.


  The days had passed without an obvious solution presenting itself. Then the cavalry was ordered to accompany the lord-governor to Landemere. He could have tried to feign some sickness or other, but he came to the conclusion that would be too suspicious.


  It was during the long hours of guard duty that the idea struck him. Every castle had its weak point. So, it was just a question of finding which was Lorseth Castle’s. Moreover, the weak point was usually situated near the strongest parts of the building. That was where, in times of danger, the most important people, the lord and his family, sought refuge. In most cases an emergency exit existed, and a way out could also be used as a way in.


  The prince was leaving the duchy tomorrow with that part of the cavalry that hadn’t taken up a commission in the Landemere Contingent. He had a good idea where the emergency exit of Lorseth Castle could be. He would soon be able to start investigating his theory. Come what may, he would get Ehandar out of the claws of that little tyrant. The self-seeking little bastard could maybe fool all those around him, but he couldn't deceive Gorth.


  I still have more than half of the money Ehandar gave me and together with my little nest egg, that should be sufficient for the both of us to live on for a few months. If we’re careful. We’ll sleep in barns whenever possible, maybe hunt our own food. Ehandar is a fine horseman. So what if he has no name? He can just make one up. Every recruiting officer who sees him riding a horse, will be more than happy to give him a commission. And we won’t be alone in a foreign country. We’ll have each other’s back. Yes, it will all work out just fine.
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  On his way back to Lorseth, the first night, Anaxantis lodged again at the castle of Ramaldah. He was in a very good mood as he had accomplished all he had wanted on this trip. Organizing the recruitment and starting the investigation into the records of the duchy had taken somewhat longer than he had thought, and as a result it was almost mid-December before he could leave. He had left Lethoras in charge of the formation of what was to be officially known as the Landemere Contingent, and Tomar had stayed behind until a colleague could come over from Lorseth to supervise the extended audit.


  Once on the road, Iftang had voiced a concern.


  “Aren’t you just adding to the army? The very same army Tarngord will take away from you?”


  Anaxantis had smiled at him.


  “It would seem that way, however we’ll cross that particular bridge when we come to it. For the moment we have more pressing business to attend to. The new year is almost upon us. Time is running out. What would you think of another visit to the fair city of Dermolhea?”


  “Are you planning to take the city like you took the castle? Because, taking a whole city is another kettle of fish—”


  “No, no, Iftang,” Anaxantis had laughed out loud. “I doubt if I could mount a surprise like that a second time. No, I’m anxious to meet Lord Mayor Fraleck and see if I can awaken some of that old Dermolhean pride.”


  “You do realize that the cavalry isn’t up to par, with all those resignations?”


  “I’ll only need an escort of about fifty. Meanwhile you better start recruiting to fill the gaps in your ranks.”


  “I already sent orders to that effect to my second in command.” Iftang had grinned. “Never fear, by the end of January we should be at full strength again.”


  The lord of Ramaldah had given orders to prepare the same room for the prince. He insisted on escorting Anaxantis personally to his sleeping quarters. He was accompanied by his son who looked extra surly for the occasion.


  “Your Princeliness,” he said tentatively, “if it is not too much trouble, I would like to ask you a question.”


  “Of course, My Lord,” Anaxantis replied, trying to be civil, although he felt dead tired and had a slight headache.


  “You see, news travels fast in these parts. We heard a rumor that the young duke of Landemere has entered your service as a page.”


  They had reached the room and the three of them entered.


  “Yes, that is correct,” Anaxantis said trying to sound as neutral as possible.


  “Well, I was thinking… I was hoping… You see, my boy here hasn’t seen much of the real world yet. In fact, he knows not much more than Ramaldah, its peasants, its livestock and its vegetables. I know we’re not exactly high nobility, but I thought it would be a good thing for him if he could…”


  Anaxantis sighed.


  I am trying to prepare for war, and he thinks I run a school for wayward sons of nobles, he thought.


  On the other hand, he liked the unassuming lord of Ramaldah.


  “Well, I suppose, If you insist—”


  “Oh, Father, give it a rest already,” the subject of the conversation intervened. “Don’t you see he doesn’t want to? He’s a prince and his pages are dukes and counts, no doubt. We are nothing in his eyes.”


  The young man glared from under his entangled, straw colored hair at Anaxantis.


  “Hey,” the beleaguered prince protested, “I never said that.” Turning to Sir Eckfred he added “It seems to me that it is your son who is not happy with the whole idea.”


  “Now, now, Obyann,” Sir Eckfred said in a tone that was almost, but not quite admonishing, “you know how important this is for us. Not only would you get an opportunity to see more of the world than I ever have, but it’ll give you a chance to become friends with young Landemere. It could save us a lot of trouble, if you just play nice with him.”


  Ha, Anaxantis thought. That’s the real reason, or at least one of the more important ones. Very shrewd, Sir Eckfred.


  “Play nice, play nice,” Obyann grumbled, “what am I? Six? Besides, he’s probably an insufferable twat who will try to lord it over me all the time.”


  “You don’t know that, Obyann, he could very well be a pleasant, well mannered young man. Unlike you at the moment, I might add. And in the presence of His Royalty too.”


  “Yes,” Anaxantis said doubtfully, “he has a bit of an attitude problem, hasn’t he?”


  Obyann crossed his arms and snorted loudly.


  “It’s not his fault, you know, Your Mightiness,” Sir Eckfred tried to put out some flames. “It’s not easy for him, with all the peasants and their sons laughing behind his back, and calling him a bastard, and him being the Firstborn of Ramaldah too. I know, the title is stupid. Has been stupid for ages, but that’s what the heir of Ramaldah is called. Anyway, he has had to take a lot of crap in his young life. It made him a bit grumpy, I’m afraid.”


  “A bit?” Anaxantis said, raising his eyebrows.


  “Father,” the Firstborn of Ramaldah said, “don’t go and tell our business to every passing stranger. By all the Gods and Goddesses, have some pride.”


  “Now, now, Obyann, His Princehood is not just a passing stranger.”


  At that moment Bortram came into the room.


  “Ah, good, you’re still awake… Oh, am I interrupting something?”


  “No, no,” Anaxantis hastily said, glad that reinforcements had arrived, “on the contrary. You’re just the man I need. Remember Hemarchidas getting a page?”


  “Do I remember?” Bortram laughed out loud. “I can still see his face. Priceless. I thought he was going to burst with indignation when you told him. The funniest thing I have seen in a long, long time. I’ve never laughed so hard in—”


  “Well, I am glad you thought it was funny, because you’re getting one too.”


  “What?”


  “Him. That angry little yelper there.”


  “What?”


  Anaxantis looked impassively at Bortram.


  “No, no, no, no. Have you lost your mind, Anaxantis? I’m a farmer’s son, and proud of it too. Whoever heard of a farmer having a page?”


  “I don’t care. We’ll start a new tradition.”


  “What am I to do with him? He’ll be in the way. Look at him. He’s scrawny. He’ll break.”


  “Now, now, good sir, I’ll have you know that my son is a stout young lad,” Sir Eckfred sprang to the defense of his only son and heir.


  “See, Father, he too doesn’t want me,” Obyann said, seeing his chance, “and he’s a stinking peasant.”


  “Hey, watch your tongue,” Bortram snapped.


  “Then wash yourself every month or so. Man, I smelled you coming before I saw you,” Obyann retorted. “And you have a tear in your tunic too. Can’t you repair that? Even I can do that.”


  “We do a lot ourselves, here in Ramaldah, Your Hightiness,” his lordship explained for the prince’s benefit.


  Anaxantis who began to despair that he would ever be able to lie down in his bed, tried to expedite the matter.


  “He will be your page, and that is final. And let him repair that tear.”


  “Anaxantis, be reasonable, I’m a farmer—”


  “Ha. A farmer?” Obyann interrupted him. “I bet you can’t even tell the difference between a celery stalk and a turnip. Farmer, my shiny ass.”


  “See these hands,” Bortram exploded. He waved his enormous hands in the face of the young man, who wasn’t in the least impressed and stood his ground. “I’ve helped bring dozens upon dozens of calves into the world with them. I can easily help you out of the world with them too.”


  Obyann snorted contemptibly.


  “You’re taking him,” Anaxantis said to Bortram.


  “You’re doing this,” Sir Eckfred said to Obyann.


  “Okay,” Obyann replied reluctantly. “But things will have to change, you hear,” he grumbled at Bortram.


  “Just stay out of my way and we’ll get along just fine,” Bortram growled back.


  “Out, out, out, all of you, out,” Anaxantis shouted in despair. “Take this minor war out of my sleeping quarters. You two, make arrangements for tomorrow. And, by all the Gods, make them somewhere else.”


  “Come, we’d better go,” Bortram said to Obyann. “I know him. There’s no reasoning with him when he gets like this.”


  He placed one of his paws upon the young man’s shoulder and started for the door.


  “So, I noticed you serve a lot of celery here,” he said.


  “That’s because we have lots and lots of the stuff. It’s all Father, you see. He crossbred different varieties and now our celery is the best in the world. Not prone to diseases and stays fresh for ages. Brings tears to your eyes when you bite into a raw stalk… So, you really helped deliver calves?”


  “Dozens upon dozens.”


  “Oh, I’d love to stick both my arms in a cow to help deliver a calf. Only thing is that the stupid beasts around here seem to have a preference for giving birth in the middle of the night, and Father refuses to have me woken up for it.”


  “Well, it’s kind of gross, you know, if you’re not used to it.”


  “I’ve seen puppies being born,” Obyann said indignantly.


  They had reached the door and turned into the hallway. For a time their voices remained clearly audible.


  “Yeah, the thing is, cows are a lot bigger than bitches. But if you really want to… There are a lot of farms around Lorseth and we are good customers. I bet if we ask nicely, we could find a farmer who will let us watch.”


  “Really? Even in the middle of the night?”


  “Bah, your father will not be there, will he? And you can sleep a little longer to make up for it. That’s because I don’t really need a page, you see?”


  “Yes you do. If only to tell you when it is time you washed yourself. Like now.”


  “Tell you what. Don’t harass me, and I might teach you how to break a man’s arm. How does that sound?”


  “Really? Oh boy, that could come in useful with some of the peasants here, calling me names and all. Like a certain Ruldo I know, a really ugly bugger for whom a broken arm could mean a big improvement in his appearance. So, tell me, that Landemere guy… he’s a twat, isn’t he?”


  “Well, actually…”


  At that point they rounded a corner, and their voices became inaudible.


  Anaxantis let out a long sigh.


  “I think they’ll be all right,” the lord of Ramaldah said after a few moments. He smiled. “Thank you, Your Mightiness. I know he’s a handful, that son of mine.”


  “Do your peasants really call him a bastard behind his back?” Anaxantis asked. “Why?”


  “Oh, because he is, of course. You must have seen it too. Me, big-boned, round face, large, black curly hair, kind of little pig eyes, a bit brutish, and he short, slender, oval face, brownish eyes and straw blond hair?”


  “Eh, yes,” Anaxantis said, regretting he had disturbed that particular hornet's nest, “I saw a certain dissimilarity. But you know, sometimes…”


  Murno Tollbir would have a reasonable explanation, he was sure.


  “Nonsense. You see, my good old father used to say, ‘Eckfred, my son,’ he said, ‘don’t marry for beauty or love. After a while you don’t see the beauty anymore, and it fades away quickly anyway. And frankly, love is a bore and melts away even quicker. Better find yourself someone who has a sweet disposition, who won’t nag when you take another cup of wine and who can bear you strong children. First friendship, then love will come in time, when you get to know each other better.’ The old man usually knew what he was talking about, so I did just that. The wife came out of a family where the women were permanently pregnant. No sooner had they popped one out, or the next one was underway. She wasn’t a looker though. Between us, she was a bit of a dog. But nice and friendly as can be. When after five years there still wasn’t a Firstborn of Ramaldah, I knew it was me who was to blame. She was unhappy, because she wanted a child and she would have loved nothing better than to give me an heir. So, one evening when she was crying, I said, ‘Listen, old girl, the Gods help those who help themselves and what you can’t find at home, you maybe should look for a bit more afield.’ Hardest thing I ever did, Your Hightiness, because by then I truly had begun to like the old thing a lot, dog face and all. To make a long story short, not a year later Obyann was born. Never knew how she did it. Never wanted to know. Clever old girl. Well, not all that clever. She could have chosen someone who looked a bit more like me.”


  “I see,” said Anaxantis, who began to understand what they meant by too much information.


  “Not that it makes any difference, Your Royalty. You’re too young yourself, but you’ll see, when that little thing in your arms grabs one of your fingers with its tiny fist for the first time, you know that your heart will never be your own anymore. He couldn’t be more my own son than he is already. I keep saying that, but it only seems to annoy him.”


  “Oh, I’m sure he loves you too, Sir Eckfred.”


  “Oh well… Here I am bothering you with all kinds of stuff that doesn’t interest you, and you needing your sleep. Just one more thing. You will keep the young ones safe, you know, if ever there should be war, won’t you?”


  Another one.


  “Of course, My Lord, you can rest easy. They won’t be in reach of the enemy at any one time. I promise.”


  Sir Eckfred sighed with relief.
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  “Stand on the rug, before the fire,” Ehandar said when Anaxantis came out of the bathroom. “I’ll dry you off.”


  Anaxantis gave him the towel and, naked now, shivered although he stood before a blazing fire.


  “So,” his brother said while he started toweling him down, “did you have any luck in Landemere?”


  “Huh, huh,” Anaxantis smiled.


  “What? What did she give, or rather promise you? Four hundred man instead of the original two hundred and fifty?”


  “Oh, much more and she didn’t give it,” Anaxantis teased.


  “Come on, out with it.”


  “I took it all,” he whispered with a mischievous smile.


  Ehandar looked at him uncomprehendingly.


  “What do you mean, you took it all?”


  “Just that, I took the whole duchy,” Anaxantis snickered.


  “Lift your arms… the whole duchy? How?”


  “I made her give me the regency.”


  The flames of the fire made warm red shadows ripple over Anaxantis’s back as Ehandar rubbed it vigorously with the towel.


  His body has become more firm. Look at him. How handsome he is.


  “And the young duke?” he asked.


  “He’s a page of one of my friends now.” Anaxantis giggled.


  Ehandar was stunned.


  “Anaxantis,” he gasped. A little boy bragging to his friends that he just plundered the cookie jar.


  “Oh, don’t worry, I’ll give it back.” Anaxantis chuckled. “Eventually. But for the moment I need it. We’re raising three thousand troops there.”


  Ehandar frowned. He had assumed that the war against the Mukthars was already lost, even before it had begun. In fact, his plans for their future depended upon a disastrous outcome of the conflict, but now defeat didn’t seem all that inevitable anymore. With three thousand extra troops, the Army of the North and the auxiliary forces, almost eight thousand men could be fielded against the barbarians. That would give Anaxantis at least a fighting chance. It also made the whole situation more dangerous. Before an overwhelming force, flight was the only option, and Ehandar had counted on Anaxantis realizing that in time. Now, it could very well be that a battle would be fought after all. A battle of which the outcome was doubtful and in which his brother could run into all kinds of dangerous, even life-threatening situations.


  In the event the battle was won a whole set of new problems arose. There would be no reason anymore for Anaxantis to run off to Soranza, in which case his own non-person status would be prolonged indefinitely. Of course, there was always General Demrac Tarngord. Even with about eight thousand troops he might well decide not to risk a confrontation, and the general had the final word.


  Ehandar sat down on both knees before Anaxantis and laid the towel over his lap. He took his brother’s right foot and started drying it. Anaxantis looked down upon the kneeling figure before him and suddenly his member began rising. He felt his face becoming red upon the realization of his arousal, more out of shame for the reason of his excitement than for the erection itself.


  “Give me your other foot,” Ehandar said and looked up. “So, you missed me after all,” he smiled smugly when he saw his brother’s hard-on.


  Anaxantis nodded, not daring to speak. Ehandar didn’t notice the red face, masked as it was by the wriggling shadows the fire cast upon his brother’s body.


  “I’m sure I can do something about that,” he said, laughing while he dried Anaxantis’s left foot.


  When he had finished, he threw the towel upon the big chair, undressed and took his brother in his arms.


  “Come here, my little conqueror,” he said softly, “and let me give you a hero’s welcome.”


  Anaxantis pressed his body against Ehandar’s and let himself be kissed on the neck for a while. Then he leaned with all his weight upon Ehandar’s shoulder.


  “All right, all right, I’ve got the message,” Ehandar whispered with an indulgent smile, and he knelt again before his brother, taking his member in his mouth.


  Anaxantis kept leaning heavily with both hands on Ehandar’s shoulders, his legs planted apart, his fingers buried in his brother’s skin, and his head thrown back, while he let himself float upon the waves of ecstasy his brother gave him in generous measure. He looked down upon his groin, buried in a wealth of his brother’s black hair and felt Ehandar’s hands holding on to his backside. The sight of his kneeling brother pleasuring him made him almost beside himself with fervor and he trust his hips forward, while his member hardened even more, to the point of becoming painful.


  When at last he came, it was with such violence and power that his back arched involuntarily ,and he almost lost his balance and had to hold on to a surprised Ehandar. Heavily panting he felt how his partner’s tongue cleaned his gland, causing a sweet pain that made him wince.


  Ehandar pulled him down and they lay beside the fire on the rug.


  He must really have missed me, Ehandar thought satisfied, while he let the fingers of one hand wander aimlessly over Anaxantis’s chest. He was starved.


  Too much, Anaxantis thought, biting his lip. Too much. I enjoyed this far too much.
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  “The reaction in the camp to the Landemere coup seems to be positive,” Hemarchidas said.


  He and Anaxantis were returning from their walk in the woods.


  “It’s early days of course,” he continued, “but it seems the rumor began spreading the moment we arrived yesterday, and nothing else was talked about today. The consensus seems to be that it was long overdue that someone made Landemere shoulder its share of the weight. The soldiers seem to like your forceful methods. It gives them confidence, apparently.”


  Anaxantis remained silent.


  “There is kind of a debate going on,” Hemarchidas resumed after a while, “whether you would have given the order to kill the young duke if the duchess had refused to obey you.”


  “Ha,” Anaxantis said.


  They walked in silence for a few minutes.


  “Well, would you have? Make no mistake, Lethoras would have executed your order without thinking twice about it.”


  “I know,” Anaxantis said.


  He must have been ten or eleven. One summer evening he had played outside longer than usual. When finally he had come inside, he had looked forward to reading in his current favorite book for a while before going to sleep. He hadn’t found it on the table where he remembered leaving it, and had gone to the room where his mother and aunt Sobrathi were sitting. He had asked if his mother knew what had happened to his book.


  “I’ve put it away,” she had said. “You can have it back tomorrow, but now it is time for little boys to go to sleep.”


  “But I want to read a bit in it before I go to sleep,” he had complained.


  “You chose to play outside longer than usual, and now there is no time to read anymore, my darling. You have made your choice.”


  “I want my book,” he had said stubbornly. “I want my book.”


  “Well, you can’t have it. Go to bed, before I get cross with you.”


  “Give me my book. It’s mine and I want it. Give me my book now, or I’ll kick you in the shins and then you’ll be sorry.”


  The moment the words had left his mouth, he had regretted them. Even at that age he knew how childish he had sounded. It was just something he had said out of impotent frustration.


  Emelasuntha had stood up and came standing before him.


  “What did you say,” she had asked calmly.


  “Nothing, Mother,” he had replied demurely. When he had turned ten she had forbidden him to call her Mummy, Mammy or some other word she considered childish and undignified any longer. ‘I am your mother. Call me that.’ So, that’s what he did.


  “No, I definitely heard you say something. Repeat it, please.”


  “I said to give me my book back.”


  “Or?”


  “Or I will kick you in the shins,” he had whispered.


  “Well, I am not giving you your book back. So, kick me in the shins.”


  He had looked up at her.


  “Go on, kick me,” she had repeated.


  “I don’t want to,” he had said in a low trembling voice. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it.”


  “But you said it. What have I told you about promises.”


  “That I should always keep my promises. That my word is my bond.”


  “And?”


  “And that therefore I should think very hard before I make a promise.”


  “Yes. Very good. Now, a threat is a very special promise. Once you have made a threat there is no way back. Your enemies, everybody, must know, deep in their soul, beyond any shadow of a doubt that when you say, ‘Obey me or I will kill you,’ that if they don't they are already dead. That they are already walking corpses. That come hell or high water you will persecute them, chase after them, relentlessly, to the end of the earth if need be. That eventually the inevitable outcome will be that you kill them.”


  “Yes, Mother.”


  “You can never go back on a threat. Never. Your enemies must know that you always come through, no matter what. If they can recall even one instance when you have reneged on a threat, they will not believe you anymore. They will think that this time as well you will not make good on your threat. You can’t have them thinking that. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Mother.”


  “So, you see, you have to kick me.”


  “But there’s nobody here but us. Nobody will ever know.”


  “Your aunt Sobrathi will know. I will know. And most importantly, you will know. It doesn’t matter if you had uttered the threat in an empty room, or not uttered it at all, but just thought it. You will know that you are a liar, a weakling, who threatens to do something, but doesn’t. Your enemies will see that. They will smell it on you, and they will not believe you. Why should they? You yourself don’t believe it. You yourself know that your threats are worthless.”


  At that point he had begun to cry softly.


  “That is dangerous,” Emelasuntha had continued, seemingly unaffected by her son’s tears. “If they believe you, they will obey you. Strangely enough, if they know with certainty that you will make good on your threats, you seldom will have to carry them out. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, Mother,” he had sobbed. By now he didn’t want the damn book anymore. He just wanted to be allowed to go to bed, but he knew he wouldn’t get off that easily.


  “So, kick me.”


  Gingerly he had touched her leg with the tip of his boot.


  “That’s not kicking,” she had said in a cold voice. “Again.”


  He knew there was no escaping it, so he had kicked her in the shins, but he couldn’t bring himself to put much force behind it.


  “Again and harder.”


  He had kicked a little harder, with tears running down his cheeks now.


  “Emelasuntha, dear…” Aunt Sobrathi had tried to help him, but his mother had ignored her.


  “Again. As hard as you can.”


  And he had kicked harder. This time, he was certain, it must have hurt.


  “Not good enough. Give it all you have. Mean it.”


  Again he had kicked harder. Involuntarily she had taken a stumbling step backwards, but she wasn’t satisfied yet.


  “Still not good enough. You will keep on doing this till you give it all you have. You will hurt me more by doing this over and over, than by doing it right once. Feel what you felt when you spoke the words, and then kick me.”


  Now loudly wailing, in misery and despair, he had kicked her. For real. To hurt her. To really hurt her. She had cried out in pain as his boot had landed on her shin with all the force he could muster in his sorrow and his anger. She had crouched down on one knee, nursing her leg, her face contorted with pain.


  He had run up to her and thrown his arms around her.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he had kept repeating, sobbing inconsolably.


  She had taken him into her arms and kissed him on the cheeks.


  “I know, my darling, I know.”


  She had caressed him a while.


  “You can go to bed now. Promise me you will think hard and long before you threaten to do something again.”


  “I pro—” he had started, but had caught himself in time and had looked her in the eyes.


  Through her obvious pain, she had laughed out loud.


  “Very good, my darling. Very good. Now go to bed. I love you.”


  She had kissed him.


  “Was that really necessary, dear?” he had heard aunt Sobrathi ask her, while he left the room.


  “Yes. Yes, it was.”


  She had limped for days, though she did her best not to show it when he was around.


  Hemarchidas looked at his friend.


  “You don’t have to tell me, of course, but I would like to know.”


  “Athildis looked at me, and she knew I would do it. That’s the main reason she caved. She was certain, as certain as she had been about anything in her life, that I would give the order. She could see it in my eyes, because it was true. So, she gave in.”


  “And if she hadn’t, you would have given Lethoras the sign to kill Arranulf?”


  “Without a second thought. But, you see, that is also the reason why I didn’t have to.”


  Hemarchidas didn’t respond.


  “I never make empty promises, nor idle threats,” Anaxantis added after a while.


  “Ehandar,” he thought, and his face turned to stone.
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  Chapter 17


  Ably Performed Deceptions
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  The day after he had returned from Landemere, Gorth went out to put his theory to the test. After leaving the camp on foot he went to the coast and followed it southward. The cliffs were high and steep. Descending them seemed impossible, but after a few miles they sloped down. Fairly quickly he found a spot where it was feasible to climb down. As it happened it was ebb tide, but even so there was only a very narrow, rocky beach. Once he had reached it, he made his way back northward.


  When he neared the castle, standing on its protruding rock, he got his first surprise. He saw an enormous balcony on its back wall, that was only visible from the sea and from the narrow strip of beach he was walking on.


  This could be a first weak point. With a rope long enough, and provided there is a small ledge, be it ever so narrow, it should be possible to descend from there.


  His heart began to beat faster with anticipation. On his right the cliffs rose almost vertically, and on his left the sea roared against great rocks strewn haphazardly in the water. He followed the narrow beach until finally he was almost underneath the castle, and there he got his second surprise. Invisible from the land side, and probably also from the sea, a small path, clearly man-made, became apparent. It wound its way upwards the cliff, with here and there steps hewed out of the rock and rusty hand grips fastened in the stony wall where the going got extra rough. A bit more to the north of where the path reached the beach there seemed to be a cave. Upon inspection he discovered the remains of a floating ramp inside.


  Whoever had designed the plans for Lorseth Castle had been very thorough. The last defenders in the tower could leave the castle by the narrow path and reach the cave, where a boat would have been waiting to take them to safety. However, Lorseth Castle had never been besieged, and it was clear that nobody had been in the cave for decades, perhaps even centuries. Who knew, maybe it was completely forgotten.


  Although steep, climbing the narrow path turned out to be easier than he had expected, thanks to the steps that here and there made the passage easier and the handgrips that gave support. When he reached the top, he stood on a small ledge right under the balcony. He immediately saw that his first assessment had been wrong. On the two sides of the balcony the castle wall stood at the very edge of the rock. It was difficult to see where one ended and the other began. There were no ledges. The one upon which he stood was inaccessible as the balcony protruded far over it. A rope would have to be impossibly long as it would have to reach from the balcony to the beach.


  Gorth soon saw that at one side of the ledge was a niche in the rock. And there it was. A small, sturdy door. He had to suppress a cry of triumph. This, this was the weak point. The secret exit and at the same time his means to enter the castle. But, not just now as he soon discovered. The door was bolted from the inside and had probably been for ages.


  It would have been too good to be true, of course. Never mind, I know where it is now, and one part of the problem is solved. Once I get him out we can leave the castle unseen through this door. It will be hours before that little snake of a brother of his discovers he’s gone, and by then we will be far, far away. Time to start thinking of which road it would be best to take.


  He looked around to memorize the exact location of the door, relative to the castle. It was dead right in the center under the tower, and the entrance was hewed out of the rock. That meant there should be a stairway leading down, probably near the stairs to the private apartments.


  While descending the narrow path he began thinking about the next problem. He would have to gain access to the tower and the staircase at least once, to unlock the door. He only needed to enter unseen. He knew now how he could leave.


  Tomorrow.
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  “You’d better stay inside the room today,” Anaxantis had said. “I’m having some repairs made on the stairway.”


  Before Ehandar could ask for more details his brother was gone. Some time later, he had heard a lot of banging going on and other noises. He had been curious and had decided to risk taking a peek, but when he had tried to open the door he had found it locked. He had looked for his key in his pouch, which he kept in the wardrobe, but it was apparently not there anymore.


  Renda won’t be able to bring me my dinner, was the first thought that entered his mind. He would have to ask her through the locked door to find his brother and ask him for his key.


  When it was some time after midday and nobody had knocked on the door, he knew Renda wasn’t coming.


  As soon as he could do so without raising suspicion, Gorth had walked up to the castle. As inconspicuously as possible he had observed the main gate. A lot of people were coming and going. In fact there seemed to be more activity than usual. When a cart with grain and vegetables, accompanied by some men had arrived he had joined it. The guards were bored, and he had been able to enter the inner court unhindered. Nobody seemed to pay him any attention.


  Another cart had come through the gates, this one laden with wood, instruments and all kinds of bits of metal. First a group of carpenters, then the smith with a few assistants had come through the gates. Some of the men took heavy wooden planks off the cart. On the spur of the moment he had casually walked up to the cart, taken a box with tools off it and followed the men into the tower. In the antechamber a side entrance that led to the staircase stood open. As he was carrying a toolbox, the guards seemed to assume that he belonged to the group of carpenters.


  Once in the hallway, he saw that the floor was strewn with all sorts of building materials. He heard loud noises coming from the second floor. Looking furtively around he went up to the stairs at the back of the hallway and there he found it. There was a narrow passage beside the stairs, and under them he discovered a small door. It wasn’t locked, and after some pushing and jimmying it opened. He almost fell because the door gave out directly on to steep stairs that led downward. When he closed the little door behind him, it became almost pitch dark. He felt his way down, and to his surprise there was a very faint light when he came to the bottom. It seemed to come from the back of the long, narrow cellar.


  There appeared to be a few crevices in the back wall that let through some sparse light. It was clear that the cellar had been hewn out of the rock. At the end he saw another small door, no doubt the same door that he had stood on the other side of yesterday. It was held firmly closed by a solid wooden crossbar, resting in metal hooks, affixed to the door as well as to the back wall.


  It took him some while to remove the bar, and then the door turned out to be jammed. He had to use his whole weight, but finally it opened, and as he had expected, it gave out onto the niche that led to the narrow ledge beneath the great balcony.


  He decided not to take the risk of detection by going back the same way he had come in. After all, he now had his own, secret way into the tower. Before leaving, he took care to close the door, but not altogether, so that he could later pry it open with his dagger.


  Satisfied with the day’s work, he began descending the narrow path down the cliff.


  At evening, when Anaxantis returned, Ehandar, holding on to hope against all odds, tried to gloss lightly over the fact that he had been locked in all day.


  “Did you know you locked the door? And I couldn’t find my own key,” he said, not being able to keep a tone of foreboding out of his voice.


  “Yes, of course I knew, and as for the key, I took it,” Anaxantis answered evenly.


  “Why?” Ehandar asked, although he feared the answer.


  “It’s for your own safety. I will be away a lot in the coming months, and I don’t want to have to worry about you. So I took some extra security measures. From now on nobody, except me and you, will come into this room. You are to stay here during the morning. Servants will put food, clean towels, clothes, bedding and logs for the fire in the room on the second floor. All the while two soldiers will be guarding the stairs to this floor. When they are finished the door between the first and the second floor will be locked. After midday you can go and fetch everything, while taking the things that need washing and the used dishes downstairs.”


  Several alarm bells went of simultaneously in Ehandar’s head.


  “Renda won’t be able to come and visit me anymore,” was the first thing he said. “I will miss her. She will miss me.”


  “That may be, but it can’t be helped,” Anaxantis replied, irritated. “Your safety comes first.”


  “I don’t remember that there was a door between the first and the second floor.”


  “There wasn’t, but there is now,” was the curt answer. “You said a while ago that you wished you could do something. Well, now you can. Since there will be no servants coming in here anymore, I expect you to keep the place clean. You can begin tomorrow by giving the bathroom a good scrub.”


  Ehandar was perplexed. He was being degraded to a mere domestic by his little brother, and everything in his nature and upbringing revolted.


  “Hey, listen, I am not your maid,” he snapped. “If you think I am going to do menial labor here, think again.”


  Anaxantis looked at him with cold steel-gray eyes.


  “Maybe it is you who should think again,” he said softly. “Who do you think you are?”


  Ehandar paled.


  Who do you think you are?


  It kept resonating in his head. He suddenly realized that the renunciation of his name and lineage was not simply the formality he had thought it would be.


  “If you don’t like our little arrangement anymore,” Anaxantis continued in the same soft tone, “I’m sure we could find some alternative. If you’ve grown tired of my company, I could ask the guards to take you to the Royal Farms.”


  “The Royal Farms? But that’s for the worst criminals…”


  “And for people who somehow don’t fit into society anymore. What else am I to do with you? I can’t put you out of the castle like that. You have no money. No means to survive. You have no name. But you do have enemies, enemies who know you have no legal status and thus no legal protection. In fact, you have nothing and you are nothing.”


  Drop by drop, Ehandar, drop by drop.


  He paused. Ehandar looked at him, stunned, not believing his ears.


  “At the Royal Farms you’ll have a roof above your head and food. You’ll be useful at least,” Anaxantis resumed relentlessly.


  And I’ll be chained and forced to work on the fields as a common peasant, no, as a convicted criminal, Ehandar thought, panicking.


  He had never visited the Royal Farms, but he knew how they were managed. From early morning until it became too dark, the men were forced to work the fields, chained in groups. In the winter they wove baskets, also chained together. They were fed sparingly, but kept healthy. They could keep the clothing they arrived in, but were not given anything extra to protect them from the wind, the rain or the sun. When their clothes wore out they had to mend them themselves, as well as they could, with whatever they could find. After a few years, sometimes sooner, the only thing most of them were wearing was a loincloth, improvised of the last remaining items. Until that also wore out.


  “So, shall I call the guards? I can arrange for you to be taken there immediately. By tomorrow evening you’ll be at the Royal Farms and you’ll be rid of me for good.”


  Anaxantis waited patiently for his answer, his steel-gray eyes resting on Ehandar.


  He will do it. The guards will come and they will take me away. They will obey him all too willingly, and the Gods know what they will do when we are away from here. When he isn’t there anymore to stop them. And the Farms… It doesn’t bear thinking about, Ehandar thought with mounting panic.


  “No, no, that won’t be necessary,” he said, suddenly compliant.


  “I’ll decide what is necessary,” Anaxantis retorted sharply.


  “Yes… of course,” Ehandar replied, eyes downcast. “I meant… I would like to stay here. With you.”


  Anaxantis looked at him silently for a few minutes. Ehandar felt like a naughty little boy who had been found out after some mischief and was now waiting for his punishment. He almost didn’t dare breathe.


  “Are you certain?” Anaxantis asked eventually.


  “Yes, yes, I’m certain,” he answered, thoroughly unhappy but in a submissive tone.


  “Very well,” Anaxantis finally said after a long pause. “I suppose we could give it a try and see how it works out. All right then, you can stay. For the moment.”


  Ehandar couldn’t help sighing with relief. He looked up at Anaxantis who was studying him intensely.


  What is he looking for? Ehandar thought.


  “Well?” Anaxantis said.


  Ehandar looked at his little brother, not understanding what was expected of him.


  “Well, aren’t you grateful that I let you stay here?”


  “Ah… Oh, yes… thank you. Thank you. Thank you for letting me stay.”


  He cast his eyes down. It was then that he saw it.


  He has an erection. It excites him to have me in his power. It arouses him to humiliate me, to see me crawl before him.
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  After Anaxantis had left, Ehandar sat down in the big chair by the hearth and buried his face in his hands.


  This was not how it was supposed to go. He has me completely cornered. He can do whatever he likes with me. If I resist he only has to call the guards and they will do to me whatever he says. I am nothing, literally nothing, and he is the lord governor, the regent of Landemere. He can destroy me with one sign of his hand.


  Did he ever love me? I doubt it. It is all so clear now. The boy who stole the duchy from Athildis, threatening to kill her grandson before her eyes, has been planning this for months. He has played me from the very beginning. From the very first kiss that was also the very first lie. And I, I fell for it. And for him. He must have been planning this even longer, much longer. Probably from the night…


  Here his thoughts faltered as he suddenly realized that it was not Anaxantis who lay at the very beginning of the plight he found himself in. It was he who had unleashed the furor, he himself who had lit and fueled the fire that now threatened to consume him.


  There they were again. The horrible pictures of that drunken night of impotent rage and terror when he had cooled his feverish nerves by overpowering and abusing his younger, weaker brother. Anaxantis had wanted nothing else than for them to be friends and work together, and he had not only spurned him and thrown his good intentions in his face, but he had repaid kindness and patience with raw brutality and vile abuse.


  Tears started streaming down his cheeks. Not for his own dire situation, but for the first time he cried out of remorse, not only for having ravished his little brother, but for having turned him into this cold-hearted, revenge-seeking stranger. He not had only stolen his innocence, he had also killed a good and kind boy and unleashed a cruel, calculating monster. He could only blame himself. For everything. He had always known, since that night, that he owed Anaxantis. Only now he understood that his debt was so huge, it could never be repaid, because the damage could never be repaired.


  There was nothing he could do to make this better. There was nothing he could do to heal Anaxantis. There was nothing he could do to undo this. There was nothing he could do. There was nothing.


  Having become aware of his utter powerlessness to right what he had done wrong, of the impossibility to put back together what he had broken in such an uncompassionate manner, he sat there frozen, soundless, while tears kept streaming down his face.


  It was all he could do. There was nothing to rage against in the hope of driving it away. He had spoken words that couldn’t be unspoken, ever. He had done things that couldn’t be undone, ever.


  He had been afraid of being sent to the Royal Farms, of course, but more than that he had been terrified of being sent away from Anaxantis. This was what made it all so much, so much worse. Even now that it had become clear to him that his little brother had played him for all he was worth, that it had all been a sick travesty, a ruthless hoax, the hungry kisses, the warm embraces, the fiery love making, all just ably performed deceptions, even now, it didn’t matter in the least. He loved him. Still. Despite everything. No matter what Anaxantis had done to him, no matter what he had wanted to do, he loved him. And that also was something he could do nothing about.


  In the depths of his despair, in the midst of his hopelessness, in the turmoils of his misery, but also in the absolute abandon of his love, he came to an unavoidable conclusion. And, because he couldn’t do otherwise, he made a decision.


  Whatever Anaxantis wanted from him, Anaxantis must get.


  As soon as he could free himself, Gorth had gone to where he could descend the cliffs and had made his way to his secret entrance into the castle. He had brought a satchel with candles, a tinderbox and something to eat and drink. It was about an hour before midday when he sat down upon the upper tread, next to the little door that gave into the hallway, under the staircase. Since the door was out of view from all angles he risked leaving it slightly ajar. This let some light in and allowed him to hear what was going on.


  A while after midday the comings and goings of servants stopped. He heard a lock turn above him and soon after that another one from somewhere on ground level. He waited for a few minutes before he came out of hiding. All was quiet, and the hallway was completely deserted. Silently he mounted the stairs. On the landing of the second floor was the door he had heard being locked. He tried nevertheless to open it. In vain, as he had expected.


  He looked around. At regular intervals there were niches in the walls, some of which had doors. Probably to store weapons and such in times of danger. In one he found buckets and brooms, but most were empty. If he heard the lock of the door downstairs turn, he could easily reach an empty niche with a door and hide.


  He sat down against the locked door that so frustratingly kept him from reaching his friend and settled down for a long wait. He felt excited. He had come very close to his goal in a few short days, and this last obstacle wasn’t going to keep him from freeing Ehandar. He would get an idea, sooner or later. He was sure of it. His best insights came when his mind wandered, so he restricted himself to taking in his surroundings and storing away the most minute details.


  He had been sitting, leaning against the door, for more than an hour, when he heard a barely perceptible noise on the other side of it. That could only be Ehandar. To draw his attention he began to swing the door handle vigorously. After a while he heard a faint voice.


  “Is someone there?”


  “Down, down, there is a gap.”


  At the underside of the door was indeed an opening of about two and half inches. By lying on his belly, he could see and speak through it. Soon he saw another pair of eyes.


  “Gorth?” Ehandar said, surprised. “Gorth, is that really you?”


  “Yes it is,” came the hurried answer. “Don’t worry, Ehandar, I’ll get you out of there. I still have most of the money you gave me, and I have some of my own. More than enough for the both of us. And I have a way in and out of the castle that nobody knows about except me. Once I can get through this door, we’re as good as out of here. We’ll be over the border in no time—”


  “Gorth, Gorth,” Ehandar, who was moved to tears, interrupted him, “I can’t leave. I doubt you could get through this door, but even if you could… I just can’t leave.”


  “Why, Ehandar, why?” Gorth asked, pleadingly.


  “I just can’t. I owe him too much. You have no idea.”


  “Damn it, Ehandar, listen to me. It’s obvious you’re in love. It took me long enough to see that. But look at what he made you do. You gave up everything for him, and in return he keeps you a prisoner.”


  You don’t know half of it, Ehandar thought.


  They remained silent for a while.


  “So, you know,” Ehandar finally said.


  “Yes, that is, I guessed, to be honest.”


  “You’re not disgusted? This must be so not how you used to see me.”


  “Never mind how I used to see you. And of course I’m not disgusted. Granted, it took some getting used too, but in the end all that counts is that you are my friend. I’ll stand by you, just like you always stood by me when those highborn creeps looked down on me because my family was only of lower nobility. It’s easy to be a friend when everything is going fine and the future looks bright. I am not going to abandon you because you’re going through a rough patch. Not when you need your friends the most.”


  “Rough patch? Friends?” Ehandar laughed sarcastically. “Gorth, you’re the only friend I have left, and this is no mere rough patch. Take the money and leave. Make a life for yourself in one of the independent city states. Forget me. There is nothing you can do for me.”


  “I can get you out, damn it. We’ll make a run for it together. They’ll never catch us. Find yourself another boy in Soranza. They haven’t the least problem with who you bed there. Let the Mukthars do their worst here. After we’re gone.”


  It remained silent on the other side of the door.


  “I can’t, Gorth,” Ehandar finally said in a choking voice, ”I just can’t. I love him. I can’t bear to lose him.”


  “He keeps you prisoner, Ehandar, in the name of the Gods, open your eyes. He takes advantage of your affection for him.”


  Ehandar laughed eerily.


  “Gorth, it is the other way around. I… I owe him… I owe him more than I can say, than I want to say.”


  “Whatever it is… does it warrant this?”


  “Yes.”


  Gorth thought for a while.


  “Gorth,” Ehandar said softly, “don’t invest in a lost cause any longer. You’ve done all you could. More than anyone could expect of you. Leave all this, and me, behind you.”


  “No. You can’t make me. I’ll stay here, and I’ll wait, and I’ll come back, and every time I come back I will ask if you still stand by your decision.”


  Gorth slid his hand as far as it would go under the door. He soon felt the hand of his friend on his fingers.


  “You see,” he resumed, almost in tears himself, “you can’t get rid of me. So, what can I do for you to make this easier?”


  Ehandar thought for a while.


  “He doesn’t tell me much. My world here has become very small, and very quiet. I would like to know what is going on outside this tower. But most of all I could use hearing a friendly voice, now and again.”


  “I’ll come as often as I can. I’ll tell you all the news and every little rumor that is going around the barracks. You’ll be the best informed man in Lorseth.”


  Meanwhile I will wait patiently and watch out for the least sign that your resolve is wavering. I don’t need much, just a smidgen of doubt, a little opening where I can put a wedge in. I’ll get you out of here yet, my friend.
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  Uppam Fraleck, lord mayor of Dermolhea, sat in his ceremonial chair at the head of the table in the council room. He had just been informed that the lord governor of the Northern Marches had arrived.


  Another one, even younger. Another Tanahkos. He was taken prisoner by the other one and nobody gave a copper sarth for his life, yet somehow he seems to have turned the tables on his older brother. And now he is the sole lord governor, and it is he who keeps the other one prisoner. I seem to remember that the older one wasn’t very gifted, but still… And he has robbed old Athildis of her duchy. Always nice to see the nobles devour each other. Nevertheless I’d better not underestimate this one. He’s in a different league altogether. Still, I have experience on my side. I’ll begin with ladling on the flattery in liberal doses and take it from there.


  When the lord governor was announced, Mayor Fraleck was already standing and smiling broadly.


  “Your Royal Highness,” he purred, “this is indeed an honor. Please, seat yourself in my chair.”


  He bowed and gestured to his ornate seat at the head of the table.


  “Lord Mayor,” Anaxantis answered his greeting, smiling as broadly as Fraleck, “the pleasure is mine. I wouldn’t dream of robbing you of your rightful place. That chair, wherein so many illustrious mayors have sat is yours, and I’m sure you have earned your right to sit in it.”


  He took the first chair at the corner, sat down and with a gesture invited a surprised Fraleck to sit down in his chair at the head of the table.


  Is he for real or is he just that cunning? I’d better be careful, the lord mayor thought.


  “I trust that the Dermolhean Militia is fulfilling its duty to your complete satisfaction, Your Highness?” he started the game cautiously.


  “My lord will suffice, My Lord.” Anaxantis smiled. “I’m here in my capacity as lord governor after all. And no, to be honest, the Dermolhean Militia is a rare collection of lazy, incompetent, totally useless drunkards. There are a few exceptions, though. Does that answer your question?”


  Anaxantis kept smiling. For the second time in a short period the mayor was taken aback.


  “I’m sorry to hear that, Your… My Lord. If there is anything I can—”


  “No, I’m afraid they are beyond redemption, My Lord,” Anaxantis replied amiably. “That is not why I am here. As you probably guessed already, I want to reinforce the army so that it can effectively resist the Mukthars. I think I proved that I am quite earnest in this endeavor by my actions in Landemere. At this very moment we’re raising three thousand troops there. Added to the Ximerionian Army of the North and those portions of the Auxiliaries that are more or less operational, that should give us a deployable force of about seven thousand five hundred men. In other words, we have a fighting chance. However, that is not enough in my opinion. I want to improve the odds.”


  “I see,” Mayor Fraleck said hesitantly.


  “I know what happened twelve years ago, Lord Mayor, and I assure you it will be different this time.”


  That’s the third time he catches me off balance. No, there is no comparison between this one and his brother. But does he really know what happened?


  The mayor kept staring neutrally at Anaxantis.


  “Very well, My Lord,” he said, “I’ll lay my cards on the table. I know that you and Marak Theroghall, amongst others, have done everything in your power to defend your fair city and its population against the barbarian hordes. I also know that my predecessor, the count of Whingomar, was ready to come to your aid with all the armed forces at his disposal. Both he and you, however, were given a direct order by my father, the high king, to abandon all resistance. I also know you were promised compensation for all losses and that you received them. How am I doing so far?”


  The mayor scraped his throat.


  “Remarkably well, My Lord. So far. But what about the second part of your assertion? How are you going to make sure it will be different this time?”


  Anaxantis looked straight at the mayor with his blue-gray eyes.


  “I will explain in a moment. But I assure you that I have a plan. And a backup plan. And a backup plan for the backup plan. I will propose it to you first and, if you are agreeable, I want to submit it to the Amirathan Provincial Council next, with your help and support, I hope, and have it put to the vote.”


  “The Amirathan Provincial Council? But that body hasn’t been convened for, oh, more than forty years.”


  “Forty-three to be precise. However, in theory it still exists and the lord governor has the authority to convene it.”


  “Ahem… I must admit that you surprise me, My Lord.”


  The mayor clapped his hands, and two servants appeared with snacks and wine on silver plates.


  “Take the wine back and get two flasks out of the cabinet in my private study,” he ordered.


  “I took the liberty of bringing Master Marak Theroghall, whose hospitality I am enjoying, and his son. Since you were only expecting me, I didn’t want to catch you unawares, and I asked them to wait in the antechamber. With your permission, I would like them to be present while I explain what I propose to do about the Mukthars.”


  “Of course, My Lord, Marak is an old friend of mine. A comrade in arms.”


  “As is his son to me, My Lord,” Anaxantis replied genially.


  “Better get another two flasks and two extra cups,” the mayor said to the returning servant. “Then go and ask Masters Theroghall senior and junior to join His Highness and myself.”


  An interesting young man. A very interesting young man, indeed, the lord mayor mused.


  He was surprised to notice that even at his advanced age, he felt excitement at the prospect of taking action again.


  


  [image: ]


  “I‘ll tell him you’re here,” Threndll said. “He’s with a patient. Please, take a seat.”


  Hemarchidas sighed scornfully.


  “Probably a beggar whose dog thinks he is very important.”


  “We didn’t make an appointment,” Anaxantis said, trying to calm his friend down.


  They didn’t have to wait long. After a few minutes the door to the doctor’s examination room opened and a little girl in pigtails, clutching a wooden doll, emerged, followed by Murno Tollbir.


  “Be easy on that leg for the first few days now, Tinka,” the doctor said cheerfully.


  The little girl turned around.


  “Doctor,” she said. “What do we owe you?”


  “Now, let’s see,” Murno said, scratching his beard. “Curing a leg is very expensive, you know. I think… three kisses.”


  He crouched down and the little girl planted three kisses on his cheeks.


  “Hop along now, dear,” The doctor said, smiling.


  The little girl made a stiff arm of her doll wave at the doctor, who wriggled the fingers of one hand at them.


  “Bye Tinka, bye Siuria.”


  The little girl started running to the door.


  “Mind the chickens, dear,” Murno called after her.


  Then he turned to the dark corner where his next patients were sitting.


  “Ha,” he said, “if it isn’t young Lord What’s-His-Name-Again and Annoying Man.”


  “Don’t call me that, you old fool,” Hemarchidas grumbled.


  The doctor gestured them to follow him into his study.


  “What was wrong with her leg?” Hemarchidas asked.


  “It fell off,” Murno said, blinking at him.


  “What? Are you pulling my leg?”


  “I don’t pull legs. I reattach them.”


  “But she was positively running.”


  “What? Oh, of course. Siuria, you mean. No, no, Tinka’s leg fell off. Tinka, Siuria’s doll. So she brought her to the doctor. As she should. Bright young thing.”


  He beamed. Hemarchidas looked as if he would have liked to detach one of the doctor’s legs.


  “I took a look at her and reattached the leg. Wasn’t as easy as it sounds too. Luckily I have an extended collection of pliers, pincers and tweezers. I need them. People get the strangest objects stuck in the most unlikely places. You would be surprised. You really would. There was this old lady who had a carrot… well, maybe that story is not very appropriate for fine young men, such as yourselves. Oh well, the important thing is that Tinka is all better. You can hardly tell her leg ever fell off. So, if your leg ever falls off, Annoying Man, you come to me. Or rather, let yourself be carried to me.”


  “I said not to call me that, you buffoon.”


  “Anyway. Take a seat.”


  Anaxantis chased a chicken off one of the chairs.


  “You still have those?” he asked.


  “Oh, those aren’t the chickens you gave me. They’re long since gone. I buy about twenty new ones every week. People seem to expect them being here. And to get one when they visit. I like to oblige. Why not? They’re cheap enough. And I kind of like having them around.”


  Anaxantis pulled and tugged at his tunic.


  “By the Gods, I swear I’m getting fat. This thing used to be loose.”


  Murno laughed out loud.


  “You’re not getting fat. You’re growing. Or did you think you were all done with that. You’re probably in the middle of a growth spurt. Now that those herbs aren’t slowing down your system anymore and you’re a lot more active, your body is making up for lost time, I guess.”


  “Ah, then I’d better have the seams of my clothes taken out a little.”


  “How can I help you?” the doctor asked. “Why did you come to see me?”


  “I was in the neighborhood,” Anaxantis smiled, “and since I have a problem, I thought, why not ask the good doctor? So don’t you go imagining I came all the way here especially to see you.”


  “Ha, good one,” Murno chuckled. “And what is your little problem? Is your butt giving you trouble after all?”


  “My butt is fine, thank you very much. I’m afraid I’m here for some advice on an altogether far more serious matter. As you may or may not know, we expect an attack of the Mukthars come spring.”


  The doctor nodded.


  “It is my intention to resist them this time and not to give them the free run of the land like they had twelve years ago. In all probability, not to say near certainty, it will come to a battle before summer. There will be casualties, and I’d like for help and treatment to be as nearby as can be. The army has its own physician and a few assistants, but that will not nearly be enough, I’m afraid, so—”


  “So you would like my colleagues and me to be present when you have your little slaughter fest to clean up after you,” Murno interrupted him, with unexpected bitterness. “You nobles are all the same.”


  Hemarchidas was about to give the doctor a piece of his mind, but Anaxantis put his hand upon his friend’s arm in a calming gesture.


  “I wasn’t here at the time, obviously. How was it?” he asked softly.


  “How was it? How was it?” Murno shouted at him. “The wounded were lying in the hall, here, in this room, in the hallways, in almost every room of the house. Packed one against the other. Moaning, crying, raving in delirium, yelling out in pain, calling for their mother… Every scrap of cloth was used for bandages. We used the curtains, the bedding and at long last we began to tear clothes apart, shirts, mantles, everything, and still it wasn’t enough. And the stench, the stench was overpowering, terrible. Rotting flesh, blood and human waste. It creeps into the walls. More than a year later the house still reeked of it. Just speaking about it brings the stink back. It’s strange how you remember smells. And they kept coming, and coming, and coming…”


  His voice trailed off.


  “I was hoping to prevent that from happening again,” Anaxantis said quietly. “For that we must fight them. We must. And it is not enough just to fend them off. We must teach them that they can’t come here to murder and plunder whenever the fancy takes them. We must teach them that every time there will be a price to pay. A very high price. An intolerably high price. A price so high, it isn’t worth attacking us anymore. We must not only prevent them from reaching our population. It is not enough to throw them back, not even to chasing them over the River Mirax is sufficient. We must force them back behind the Somertian Mountains.


  “I read that the Mukthars not only pillaged and murdered. They also…”


  He didn’t finish the sentence. His face contorted in pain, and he inhaled with a rasping sound.


  “Little Siuria could fall into the hands of one or several of these brutes in a few months,” Anaxantis continued. “If we give them free rein, they will come back in ten, twelve years. Or maybe in five. Siuria, that is if she survives this time and learns to live with what they did to her, could very well fall in their hands again. And again.


  “I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t do everything in my power to prevent that. Could you, doctor?”


  Murno Tollbir looked long and hard into the steel-gray eyes that stared unwavering back at him. He blinked.


  “No. No, I couldn’t,” he said at last. “You are right, dear boy. Of course you are right, and so is your friend, I’m afraid. I am an old fool.”


  “No, Doctor, you’re not. It’s just that you wish you could cure everything. You can’t. There are no pincers with which to take away that kind of hurt. You can’t reattach innocence. Believe me, I know. That’s why we must do all we can trying to prevent that it gets lost.”
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  Chapter 18


  A Luxury Denied to Kings
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  The year would only last a few days longer. Anaxantis sat in the war room, where Tomar had just brought him the documents of the day, neatly stacked and summarized.


  “The most important,” Tomar said, “seems to be the report from Landemere. Lethoras is apparently doing a good job. The first regiment should be arriving by mid-January, shortly followed by a first cavalry unit of about two hundred and fifty. They will require some considerable additional training of course. We should take steps to determine where we are going to let them set up camp.”


  “There’s a suitable terrain a few miles from here. Let them build barracks there. I’ll show it to you on the map.”


  “All right. Then there’s another matter,” Tomar said, as he looked at his summary. “I didn’t want to bother you with this earlier, but in the course of the last ten days or so we received sixteen applications from nobles for a position as page for their sons at your, by the way, non-existent court. It’s ridiculous. If you’d like me to, I will draft a standard letter saying ‘Fuck off and raise your kids yourselves, you sycophantic morons,’ but longer and politer.”


  Anaxantis sat a while dumbfounded.


  “But, how?”


  “Your exploits in the duchy of Landemere are by now well-known, as is the fact that Arranulf has become a page. But I think it is your acceptance of Obyann, the son of a minor lord, that encourages them.”


  “Who is applying?”


  “Mainly local Amirathan lords, but there are a few barons and even one count among the applicants. Incidentally, one of the barons is from far to the south of the Northern Marches. In about half the cases the boys are second or third sons, but the rest are the oldest sons and heirs of their Houses. Still more remarkable is that the baron of Iramid is also applying for his only son and heir.


  “The baron of Iramid? As in Volcko of Iramid? As in General Iramid of the Third Regiment of the Army of the North?”


  “The one and only.”


  Anaxantis frowned.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll formulate the refusal in a way that won’t hurt his delicate feelings. Not much anyway.”


  “Ha. Delicate feelings? The man is a pompous rustic by all accounts.”


  “Yes, and so is his son, probably. It would be asking for trouble, Anaxantis.”


  The prince thought for a few minutes.


  “This is what we’ll do. Send them all an acceptance letter. Make it sound good. Make it out to be an exceptional and tremendous honor. Make a standard addendum to the letters explaining what we expect them to bring along with them. Clothing, equipment, well, you know… Then draft an honor code for the pages. We’ll also need a detailed code of conduct. For instance, being assigned to the personal service of someone of my retinue has to be earned and is to be considered an exceptional honor.”


  Tomar looked at him in surprise.


  “Yes, you’re right of course. Bind the nobles to you through their sons. I should have thought of that. Very smart.”


  “Oh, that’s not all I had in mind.”


  “But you’re not going to tell me.”


  “No.”


  “Might I suggest that we blur the lines somewhat between pages and shield-bearers? I could ask Hemarchidas and Marak to create a training program, suitable for their age. Oh, and we could invent ranks. And when they have successfully completed a training course we could grant them the right to bear arms. What boy can resist that? They’ll eat out of your hand.”


  Anaxantis laughed.


  “I knew there was a reason why I wanted you on my side. By all means, let’s train them. Keep them busy.”


  At that moment Hemarchidas and Bortram entered the room.


  “Ah, good,” Anaxantis said. “We were just discussing the pages. Tomar says a lot more of them are coming our way.”


  “Listen,” Hemarchidas snapped, “I agreed to take one and only one page, and—”


  “No, no,” Anaxantis interrupted him while laughing out loud. “You misunderstand. Tomar, explain to them what we were discussing.”


  Tomar did so.


  “Mind you,” Anaxantis said when he had finished, “they will remain your personal pages. All the rest is just extra.”


  “Good,” Bortram said, “keep them occupied from early dawn till nightfall, because, honestly, half of the time I don’t know what to do with him.”


  “You smell nice,” Hemarchidas said with a malicious grin. “He must be doing something right.”


  “It’s not that he is bossy or so,” Bortram said, “but it is just less tiring to, eh, follow some of his suggestions.”


  “He’s got you whipped,” Hemarchidas said gleefully.


  “Not at all. I’ve got him exactly where I want him. I’m slowly breaking him. I’m just giving him some leeway, and then… wham.”


  “And then, wham, he will have you knitting your own socks,” Hemarchidas mocked.


  Tomar smiled.


  “Hm. I don’t know if you’re going to like this,” he said to Anaxantis. “I think they each should get the chance to serve you. I was thinking of appointing, on a weekly rotation, a group of let’s say eight of them.


  “Ah, yes,” Hemarchidas said, “we’ll call it the Princely Service. Those who misbehave will be excluded from this honor for a period of time.”


  “Yes, yes, I can see it all before me,” Bortram chimed in. “We’ll need special tunics with his crest and they’ll only get to wear them while—”


  “Hey, you guys,” Anaxantis yelled. “Do I get a say in this?”


  “Of course,” Hemarchidas said, “about as much as Bortram and I got.”


  Anaxantis gave him a dark look.


  “No, no, no, you’re not going to saddle me with a bunch of youngsters who will constantly get in the way and will insist on putting the food into my mouth, if not chewing it for me. I can’t see how they can be of any use to me.”


  “They could run your little errands,” Tomar said. “Fetch people when you need to speak with them.”


  “We’ll give them sentry duty, here at the tower, instead of your guard,” Hemarchidas said. “It will make them feel important. Your guard can watch them discreetly from their quarters on the other side of the courtyard.”


  “They can open doors for you, bring you your food and serve it, take care of your horse, oh, there are so many things they can do,” Bortram added with a satisfied look.


  “You’re all bullies, that’s what you are,” Anaxantis grumbled.


  “So, that’s decided then,” Tomar concluded, smiling broadly. “I’ll take care of the details. You’ll have the first drafts tomorrow.”


  Anaxantis sighed, but understood that further protest would be futile.


  “Oh, one last thing. Where are we going to lodge them?” Tomar asked.


  “Put them in one of the barracks together, I suppose,” Anaxantis proposed.


  “Excellent,” Hemarchidas said. “When are the new arrivals due?”


  “In a week or so,” Tomar answered. “By the first days of the new year.”


  “Then we could as well start by moving Arranulf and Obyann into their new quarters,” Hemarchidas said. “He’s easygoing company, that’s not the problem, but I would like my privacy back.”


  “And I my rest and quiet,” Bortram added.


  “Oh, very well,” Anaxantis said. “And I’ll also make them head pages. I want to have a word with them in private first. Where are they now?”


  “Outside on the inner court. Glaring at each other,” Bortram said.


  “The Gods help me,” Anaxantis groaned.


  “So, you understand?” Anaxantis asked. “In a week or so the first new pages will arrive. It will be your task to welcome them, show them around and to instruct them. Hemarchidas and Bortram will teach you your duties and the Honor Code we expect you to adhere to under all circumstances. You will teach it to the new boys. I’m putting my confidence and trust in you. I hereby appoint you both as head pages. Don’t disappoint me.”


  Arranulf and Obyann looked duly impressed.


  “If I may, My Lord?”


  “What is it, Arranulf?”


  “If we’re both head page, won’t that be awkward when we have to make a decision, but don’t agree on what it should be? Wouldn’t it be better if there were one head page and an assistant head page?”


  “Oh yes,” Obyann bit at him, “and I bet you just know which one of us should be the head page, and who should be his humble servant. Forget it, Landemere.”


  “I never implied anything of the sort, Ramaldah. If His Lordship were to choose you, I would happily abide by his decision and quietly watch you make a shambles of things.”


  Obyann snorted loudly.


  “I’ve been in the same predicament and I know it’s not easy,” Anaxantis said, feeling the strain on his nerves. “You just will have to make it work, won’t you? I’m counting on both of you.”


  “Yes, My Lord,” Arranulf said.


  “Sure thing,” Obyann growled.


  “All right then.” Anaxantis sighed.


  “That went well enough,” Bortram said to Hemarchidas, when they exited the barrack where they had helped move their pages’ belongings.


  They were about to leave when they heard angry shouting.


  “Are you calling me a bastard, Landemere? How about I give you a shiner on your normal eye that’ll draw all the attention from your freakish one?”


  “I said nothing of the sort, Ramaldah. How about you learn to listen for once and use what little brain you have?”


  “How about I break your face?”


  Hemarchidas and Bortram both ran into the barracks and restrained their pages.


  “What happened?” Bortram asked.


  “I asked Sir Doodyhead there politely what was wrong with his freak eye, and then he called me a bastard,” Obyann snarled.


  “I did not, you moron. I told you it was something that ran in my family, and that Grandmother always said I should be glad to have it because it proved that I was a legitimate Landemere.”


  “You meant in contrast with me being a bastard, you stinker. Don’t think that I didn’t understand you.”


  “What’s wrong with him?” Arranulf complained to Hemarchidas.


  “Oh,” Bortram intervened, “I gather that Obyann has been harassed a few times about, eh, about… things. He’s very sensitive in that particular area.”


  “I really didn’t know that,” Arranulf said, perplexed. He turned to Obyann. “I’m sorry, I never wanted to imply anything about—”


  “Be very, very careful, Landemere,” Obyann growled.


  “Look, Obyann,” Bortram said, “He seems to mean it. And he really didn’t say anything, did he? You just thought he meant something. Why not be the bigger man, and give him the benefit of the doubt?”


  “Oh, all right, but if I ever so much as hear him whisper something about my birth I’m rebuilding his face.”


  “Now, shake hands,” Hemarchidas ordered.


  Arranulf promptly stuck his hand out and after a few moments Obyann grudgingly shook it.


  “Can we leave you two alone by yourselves, without having to worry that you will demolish the place?” Bortram asked.


  Obyann grumbled. Arranulf nodded.


  While they were unpacking, Arranulf tried to clear the air.


  “Look, Obyann, I’m really sorry. I never meant anything by it. Honestly. I want us to be friends.”


  “That’s all right,” Obyann said, without looking at him.


  He continued unpacking his clothes.


  “Just don’t stare at my ass, Landemere,” he added.


  “I wasn’t staring at your ass,” Arranulf, who had been staring at his ass, said.


  “Yes, you were. Just so that you know, I don’t swing that way. I like women and I like my women plump, with heavy breasts and wide hips. Wide hips to give me many sons and heavy breasts to feed them with. You have none of those, you’re stringy and you can’t bear children, as far as I know.”


  Arranulf tried to suppress a guffaw, not entirely successful.


  “Heard something funny, Landemere?” Obyann said, dangerously calm.


  “No, no, not at all. I got a mental image of you lying on… Sorry, forget it.”


  “That’s what I thought,” Obyann said, still not looking at him. “Have some patience. I’m sure there will be something to your liking among the new pages.”


  Arranulf blushed, but was not about to let this blunt thug get the better of him.


  “Well, just so that you know, I like my men slightly older, taller and with some muscles on their bodies and some brains in their head. So it follows that you’re perfectly safe.”


  “Then quit staring at my ass, Landemere.”


  “What ass? There is a back and there are legs, but no ass in between. There is no ass to stare at, Ramaldah, no ass at all.”


  “So don’t stare at it, Landemere.”
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  The last days of the year were very busy for Anaxantis and his friends. Not only the arrival of the new pages needed to be prepared for, but Anaxantis insisted that the Provincial Council should reassemble at the latest in the third week of January. For that to happen, a summons had to be written and sent to every lord and every community in the province.


  The Provincial Council was a gathering of the nobility on one side, and the representatives of the people on the other. The City of Dermolhea was prepared to host the assembly. Mayor Fraleck had quickly calculated that the cost would be insignificant, when compared to the money all those travelers would bring in. There was also the prestige to be considered and the fact that Dermolhea would finally reconnect with its proud past as defender of the people. And the nobles, ah, the nobles would be fleeced by the adroit merchants of the city.


  “What exactly do you need the Council for?” Tomar asked.


  “To raise troops, of course,” Anaxantis answered. “To raise troops and yet more troops. Amiratha should be able to give us seven thousand men. At least. In total that would amount to a fighting force of more than fourteen thousand men to meet the Mukthars with. These are odds I like a lot better than those Father has provided us with.”


  “Yes, I understand that, but couldn’t you just order them?”


  “I suppose I could, but I want their active cooperation. I want them to believe in the possibility of defeating the Mukthars. I want them to feel they’re participating.”


  “And how exactly are you going to convince them?”


  “Oh, never mind that for the moment.” Anaxantis smiled. “Please, let your office calculate how much it will cost to raise a fully equipped contingent of seven thousand men, and by how much I will have to raise the taxes. I’ve made my own calculations, but I need official confirmation and rock solid figures.”


  “You’re going to raise taxes?” Tomar cried out. “Aren’t you afraid they will refuse? They can, you know. They can vote down your proposals. All extra money levied in excess of the Royal Taxes is considered a tribute. In essence a voluntary contribution, at the discretion of the Council, to be used solely for the well-being of the province.”


  “I know, I know, my learned friend. But how do you want me to raise troops without money? Let’s say I have gilded the pill somewhat. I’m sure they will give me my money. I already ran my proposals by the lord mayor of Dermolhea and he seemed to think that, on the whole, they were very reasonable.”


  Tomar sighed.


  “You are not telling me how you’re going to tackle this, are you?”


  “You know me well.” Anaxantis winked.


  “You’ll be pleased to know that my cavalry will be back up to full strength in two weeks. Trained, equipped and all. It’s surprising how many good horsemen are looking for a commission,” Iftang said rubbing his hands. “So, whereto next? Tomar said Dermolhea again. Some council or other.”


  “Yes,” Anaxantis replied, laughing at the general’s enthusiasm. “And then, my friend, we go for a longer trip. The Renuvian Plains. Finally. We’re going by way of Mirkadesh. If they thought I was going to let them off the hook that easily, they’re in for a rude awakening. Begin February.”


  “Excellent, excellent. The Plains. I can hardly wait. I think this is the first time ever a Ximerionian armed force has penetrated that territory. Who knows what we’ll find? With any luck we’ll stumble on a few good places to lie in ambush when the barbarians come.”


  “Yes, exactly what I was thinking. But first the Provincial Council. We’ll need all your men, and I want their equipment in top condition and their cuirasses shining as new.”


  “You want us dressed to impress. Good. Planning any surprises like in Landemere?”


  “Oh, I hope not. Let’s say that as lord governor I want to inspire them with due awe for the majesty of the crown.”


  “It seems like somebody made a mistake,” Bortram said, without introduction, entering the war room.


  Anaxantis looked up from the parchments he had been reading.


  “I wanted to send some money home, so I went to the paymaster to arrange it, and it seems I have received about triple my usual pay.”


  “No,” Anaxantis replied, “there is no mistake. That seems about right. You’re on my payroll now, and as one of my closest collaborators you’re paid an officer’s wage, not that of simple soldier anymore.” He smiled. “And I pay better than my father.”


  Bortram squinted his eyes at him.


  “You’re sure it’s not a handout, charity?” he asked suspiciously. “I hate charity, Anaxantis.”


  “No, of course it isn’t charity,” Anaxantis said, taken aback. “Whatever gave you that idea? Ask Hemarchidas and Lethoras, if you want. They should be receiving the same. And by the way, you’re the first one who is complaining because he got a raise. It seems a tad ungrateful.”


  “Yeah, see, that’s just it. I don’t want to have to be grateful. I want to earn my pay.”


  “By the Gods, Bortram, you make me almost beg to let me pay you. I assure you that you earn every copper sarth you’re getting. You’re at my beck and call day and night. In fact, I’m robbing you as it is.”


  Bortram kept looking suspiciously at him. Finally he relented.


  “Hm. In that case it’s all right, I suppose.”


  Anaxantis looked inquisitively at him.


  “If you don’t mind me asking, do you keep enough for yourself after you send home most of your money? It’s all good and well to help your parents, but part of why I pay you better than the army is because I would like you to look presentable. If you send everything home, however…”


  “Things are a little bit difficult at the moment. I don’t want to bore you.”


  “You’re my friend. You’re not boring me. What is the problem?”


  Bortram seemed reluctant to answer.


  “I don’t understand it too well myself,” he said finally. “It has something to do with the payments for the lands my father bought. You see, he was a third son so he had to fend for himself. He loaned money to start the farm. It’s almost paid for, but there seems to be some kind of legal glitch. Some miscalculations. Apparently my father owes the lenders more than he thought. Don’t you worry about it.”


  “Well, I do, Bortram. I can’t have you distracted by domestic troubles in times like these. Let me help. Just ask how much your parents owe, and I’ll pay—”


  “See,” Bortram interrupted him, “that’s just why I didn’t want to tell you. I hate charity.”


  “Damn it, Bortram,” Anaxantis exploded, “look at it as a loan and repay me, if you absolutely must. In heaven’s name, man, what are friends for if not to help each other?”


  “Don’t like handouts,” Bortram murmured.


  “You were happy enough to accept the food I brought,” Anaxantis remarked dryly.


  “That’s different. A chicken is not money. And you give everybody chickens. I hear you give them to mad doctors.”


  “Oh, by the Gods, you’re impossible. Anyway, just take it into consideration, will you?”


  After Bortram had left, Anaxantis tried to concentrate on the business at hand, but he found that something kept nagging at the back of his brain. At long last he put down the document he was holding and closed his eyes, but nothing came to mind.
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  Emelasuntha was walking up and down the terrace that ran the whole length of her palace-like villa.


  “Come inside, dear,” Sobrathi called from an open door, “it’s much too chilly. Besides, you look like a caged wild animal.”


  “That is exactly how I feel,” the queen replied.


  She came inside nevertheless and took off her fur-lined mantle.


  “There must be something we can do,” she sighed.


  “He seems to be doing fine on his own, dear,” Sobrathi said in a placatory tone.


  “Oh, I know. But what if he has only been lucky so far, and his luck starts running out? There are so many pitfalls and bear traps that could be waiting there for him. He’s still so young, Sobrathi.”


  “He’s older than you were when you organized the defense of Torantall, dear.”


  “True, true. Still, why can’t we go ourselves?”


  “You know why, dear. As soon as news gets out that you left the territory of Soranza everybody and his nephew will be after you. The Sisterhood, the Black Shields, to name but a few, and let’s not forget your dear spouse, the high king.”


  “We could travel in disguise. Remember when we used to go out in Torantall disguised as common girls?”


  “Yes, I remember, dear. And do you remember how we were chased by the city guards, and may I remind you, almost caught, because you charmed a boy out of his pants, literally, I might add, and the rest of his clothes, and then ran off with them? Incidentally, leaving me behind with a stark naked boy? Forgive me that I am not overly enthusiastic anymore for your little dress up parties.”


  “It was great fun, though, wasn’t it?” The queen laughed.


  “Yes, it was actually,” Sobrathi, who couldn’t help laughing as well, agreed. “However, we’re not fourteen anymore, dear. It’s just too dangerous. Think, if they catch you they will use you against Anaxantis.”


  “Oh, I hate to admit it, but you’re right. Still, there must be something we can do to help him.”


  “He has eliminated Ehandar, all on his own, and he keeps him completely isolated. Our contact in Lorseth was the only one who saw him regularly since his renunciation, and now even she has been forbidden to bring him his meals. You see, he’s very cautious.”


  “That’s what’s worrying me, dear. Why hasn’t he killed him by now? He could have had him thrown from the tower and had it presented as suicide. He could have had him flung down from that balcony right into the sea. Well, after having him strangled or so, of course. No need to take risks, is there? He could have had him hanged, or poisoned, or done any number of lethal things to him. The fact is, he has done nothing of the kind, and Ehandar is still alive and a potential but very real danger. Never mind we used to like him.”


  “Look how he handled Landemere. Exactly like you would have, admit it. In fact, he barged into the castle and put that old crow under arrest in exactly the same fashion you stormed into that council room and arrested the city prefect. For the first time in her far too long life, Athildis had to bow that stiff neck of hers.”


  “He took enormous risks.”


  “No, he didn’t. He had her soldiers penned in their lodgings. He was lord and master of the situation from the word go. Give him some credit, will you?”


  “All right, but he doesn’t know what dangers could lurk around him. He lacks experience. He’s far too trusting. He’s too kind, Sobrathi. Somehow, I could never expunge that. Kindness is a luxury denied to kings. I must help him, assist him, or sooner or later he will fall into a trap.”


  “Pardon me for saying so, Emelasuntha, but isn’t it more a question of you being afraid that he is outgrowing you? You and your grandiose designs for him? I think you’re terrified at the idea that he might have plans of his own.”


  “Plans of his own?” Emelasuntha shrugged. “He’s sixteen. What plans?”


  “Seventeen, almost seventeen, dear, and since when has age got anything to do with it? By the way, isn’t it time you told him what your hopes for him are? That you have him destined for a double crown? But, I agree. We should give him a hand. A discreet hand, behind the scenes. And maybe we should let him know that you’re safe and sound in Soranza. Our enemies know that already, in all likelihood, so there’s no reason anymore to try to keep it a secret.”


  Emelasuntha remained silent for a long while and Sobrathi knew better than to interrupt her train of thought.


  “Very well,” she said eventually. “We’ll let him know that I’m alive and safe. We have the names of his band of followers, haven’t we? It is time that our agents in Ormidon earned their pay. Like I said, he is far too trusting. We’ll have those who are closest to him investigated. I want to know everything there is to know about them. What they eat for breakfast, when they lost their virginity and to whom, how often they change underwear and whether they believe in the Gods and Goddesses. Most importantly, I want to know their weaknesses. Their most shameful, dirty secrets that could make them vulnerable and thus a danger to my son.”


  “Yes, that seems very sensible. I’ll be off to Ormidon first thing in the morning,” Sobrathi said with a glint in her eyes.


  “So, you can go out and have fun, while I must remain here, cooped up? It’s not fair.”


  “I’m not married to Tenax, dear.”


  “Hm. Even so, look out. The Sisterhood knows you betrayed them and I imagine they will not take kindly to that.”
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  “You’re not seriously suspecting him of anything, are you?” Hemarchidas asked dejectedly.


  “No, no, that’s the farthest thing from my mind,” Anaxantis replied earnestly. “But you must admit, it is a weakness when someone that close to me is vulnerable. No, what I was thinking is this. What if they try to get at me through him? It could have dire consequences not only for himself, but also for his family, which has absolutely nothing to do with all this.”


  I’ve never before looked at it from that angle, the prince thought, but what if he is not the only weak point? What if Bortram is not the only one with problems? Some of my other friends might have hidden vulnerabilities that could be exploited by Father or whoever tried to poison me.


  They were slowly strolling through the forest. It had been raining, and even under the trees the ground was wet through and through, which made it impractical to sit down.


  “Couldn’t you ask Tomar to investigate this a bit more?” Hemarchidas asked after some thinking. “It seems right up his alley. Lending contracts and all that.”


  “I’ve thought about that, but I think it would be better if someone went over and took care of it immediately. There is something fishy going on. The lands are as good as paid for, and suddenly there is more money to be paid? For the moment I can’t spare Tomar here.”


  He smiled at Hemarchidas.


  “You want me to go and look into it?”


  “Yes, and don’t just look into it, but take care of it. Make it go away. But it needs to be done in such a manner that Bortram will never suspect that I’m behind it. I hate going behind his back, but I he leaves me no choice because of his damn pride. I offered to give him the money. Or lend it. He wouldn’t hear of it.”


  “I could leave tomorrow, if you wish.”


  “Good. Take ten of the most dependable clansmen with you. First go to Ormidon. I’ll give you a handwritten note for my personal notary. He’ll assist you in all legal matters. I’ll also give you a note for my bank, so you can draw whatever money is needed to solve this from my account. Bortram’s village is about twenty miles to the northwest of the capital.”


  “What if it involves an important amount of money? Do you wish me to consult with you first?”


  “No. Just pay what needs to be paid. I don’t care. I want him to not have to worry any longer about his parents and brothers.”


  “And he will never know what you did for him?”


  Anaxantis shrugged.


  “That’s not important.”
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  “These are tiring days,” Anaxantis said after they had eaten, “and not only that, I will need my evenings to look up stuff and work on some things I didn’t have a chance to finish during the day.”


  “Say, no more,” Ehandar said softly, “I know you’ve got tremendous responsibilities. I’ll be as quiet as a mouse.”


  “I am afraid that won’t be enough. Merely having you around is too distracting.”


  A cold and naked fear came over Ehandar.


  He’s going to send me away after all. He’s going to use this to ship me off to the Farms.


  It was an automatic reflex. He began pleading.


  “You don’t have to do this. I won’t make a sound, I promise. If you want I could go into the little room.”


  He winced.


  The little room I sent you to. The little room where I chained you to your bed. The little room where…


  “I’ll go there now if you want,” he continued. “I’ll be so quiet, you won’t even know I’m here.”


  “No, I won’t, because you will indeed not be here.”


  Ehandar looked at him with desperation, frantically searching for words that could mollify his little brother. Anaxantis saw his paralyzing fright.


  “Oh, relax,” he said, “I meant, here, in this room. Like I said, these are fatiguing days for me. I want to sleep on my own for a while and be able to work without distractions in the evenings.”


  Ehandar felt the panic ebbing away, but still dreaded what was coming.


  “I’ve had a room prepared for you to sleep in. Come, I’ll show you.”


  He exited the room and went downstairs, followed by Ehandar. Where the stairs made a turn there was a small landing. Anaxantis opened a little door and gestured Ehandar to enter.


  This is not a room, he thought after one look, this is a broom closet.


  “I know it is not much,” Anaxantis said evenly, “but it was the best I could do at such short notice. It is too small for a bed, so I had the servants provide you with a straw sack. There are some pegs to put your clothes on.”


  Ehandar looked around. What Anaxantis had called pegs turned out to be three rusty nails in the wall. The straw bag occupied most of the floor of the minuscule closet. He looked up. There were no windows, but high up in the wall there appeared to be some slits that let in fresh air.


  “Well, that’s it,” Anaxantis said, turning around and going back upstairs.


  A stunned Ehandar looked unbelievingly around.


  Does he really expect me to sleep here?


  Then it struck him. He would be sleeping here alone. He hadn’t slept by himself for months. He wouldn’t hear the soft breathing of Anaxantis beside him, nor feel his body warmth anymore. It would be lonely, cold.


  When he entered the room, Anaxantis was already seated again at the table, reading.


  “It’s awfully small,” he ventured.


  “It’s only temporary. Besides, when time permits, and if I am not too tired, I will invite you into my bed, once in a while.”


  The matter-of-factly spoken words stung, deep, deep in Ehandar’s heart.


  This is not temporary, this is how it’s going to be from now on and I should be grateful that he hasn’t sent me away farther still, he thought bitterly. It is not even our bed anymore, it is his bed and he will invite me into it when it pleases him. When he wants me to… to have sex with him… when he wants me to service him.


  It didn’t matter. The moment Anaxantis called him, made the slightest gesture, the merest indication with his eyes, he knew he would respond. Willingly. Salvaging whatever he could. Doing whatever needed to be done to feel Anaxantis’s body against his own. To feel those hands on his skin again. To see the rapture in those eyes again.


  And to vainly try repaying an infinitesimal part of his debt. Of his enormous, prodigious debt.


  He dropped his shoulders and looked at his brother, his lover, his beautiful tormentor.


  As if Anaxantis had felt his eyes resting on him, he looked up.


  “Go to sleep, Ehandar,” he said with a thin smile. “Don’t forget to take sheets and a blanket. The nights are cold. I will come and get you in the morning. Stay there until I do.”


  “But it’s still early,” Ehandar said before he could stop himself.


  “I know. Do as I say.”


  Lying in his little cell-like room, on the straw sack on the floor, feeling lonely and forlorn, Ehandar cried himself to sleep. It might have been of some comfort to him, had he known that a few hours later someone else was crying himself to sleep as well, in the big bed upstairs.
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  It was New Year’s Eve. Anaxantis had ordered the kitchen to prepare a festive meal for the by now eighty or so members of the Clan and to provide ample wine. There was also ale and mead for those who preferred it. The kitchen had done an excellent job. There were broiled, roasted, grilled, baked, fried and poached meats. There were four different kinds of pot pies filled with mixtures of meats, poultry or fish and vegetables, herbs and cheese. There were also six different kinds of bread and three soups.


  Early in the evening Anaxantis went to the barracks where the men were having their feast and mingled among them. Later, he and Bortram went back to the castle, where a room in one of the guesthouses was prepared for the festivities of the lord governor and his friends. Marak and Tomar were already there when they arrived, and soon after, Iftang and Lethoras, who had come back from Landemere for the occasion, joined them. Hemarchidas was away on personal business for Anaxantis. Arranulf and Obyann served the food and drinks. Anaxantis had made sure that there was a table prepared for them in the kitchen, so they could eat from all the dishes they served. Since he had specified nothing about the drinks, Renda let them have wine, though she took care to water it so much down as to become almost tasteless to anybody but the boys.


  After the meal, encouraged by wine that was not watered down at all, the friends in turn told tall stories, except Anaxantis who listened with a smile on his lips to the others. Rather late in the evening Renda appeared in the door opening and gestured that she wanted to speak to him. He obliged and went over to her.


  “I was wondering, My Lord, whether I could take a little something upstairs, him being all alone and all. It doesn’t seem right when everybody is having a good time. With your pardon, My Lord, I don’t want to overstep myself, but what can it hurt after all?”


  Anaxantis thought for a while. His first inclination was to flatly refuse her, but after some consideration he relented.


  “Very well. Prepare something and I will come get you in fifteen minutes. I’ll take you to the tower myself. The door to my apartments is locked and only I have the key.”


  “I’ll be right back, My Lord,” Renda said when they entered the hallway.


  Anaxantis didn’t answer immediately as he thought he heard a noise. He shook his head and dismissed a vague feeling of unease.


  “Do you want to stay a while with him?” he asked.


  “Oh, if it wouldn’t be too inconvenient I’d gladly—”


  “You have an hour,” he interrupted her curtly, while mounting the stairs to the second floor. “Be here waiting for me when I come back for you.”


  He unlocked the door, let Renda through and locked it again behind her. He turned to descend the stairs, but kept standing before the door for a while. Nothing moved and he could hear no sound. After a short while he left.


  That was a close call, Gorth thought. He had hidden in one of the niches with a door as soon as he heard the noise downstairs. The little butcher himself, and the pudgy lady must be that cook’s help Ehandar has befriended.


  Suddenly he got a wild, outrageous idea. When the little tyrant came back to open the door for the woman, he could jump him from behind and kill him. His blood raced through his veins. Why not? It was New Year’s Eve and nobody expected trouble of any kind. They could reach the stables of the cavalry unseen in the dark, steal a couple of horses and be far away before anybody missed the little creep.


  Then he thought it over. Would Ehandar thank him for murdering the love of his life? Not very likely. It would be in his best interest of course, but the immediate effect would be most probably a hysterical Ehandar. What about the kitchen help? Surely the little beast would have told his companions that he would be back in a few minutes, and when he failed to do so his friends would come investigating. Meanwhile he would, in all likelihood, still be trying to convince a mourning Ehandar to let go of the body and come along. No, golden as the opportunity was, unique even, the risks were too great. It was ironic, but it seemed the little monster was protected by both friendship and love.


  About an hour later, after he had returned from getting Renda back from the tower, Anaxantis had trouble concentrating on his surroundings. The little group became more ribald and boisterous with every cup of wine they drank. They had started to teach each other dirty songs from their homelands.


  Lethoras had a fine singing voice, he noticed randomly, but the same could not be said of the others. Nevertheless he kept smiling until his face muscles began to hurt. He stood up and walked to the windows. From the room on the second floor he had a perfect view of the inner courtyard and the tower on the other side. There was a light still burning on the top floor.


  He excused himself, saying he was tired, and wished them all the best for the new year. They made the obligatory noises to make him stay, but didn’t insist long. He grabbed a wine flask, and left, followed by the lusty sounds of a song about some girl called Rose, you know, she was one of those, whose legs would never close, and for who no man was too old or too gross.


  That’s the second time the little adder almost caught me, Gorth thought, once again hiding in the niche. Well, that’s it for tonight. I’d better go. There is no chance Ehandar will be able to come down now.


  Ehandar looked surprised when Anaxantis entered the room. He had been nibbling at some sweet cakes.


  “I’ll go to my room,” he said hastily. “You’ll want to be alone.”


  “No, stay,” Anaxantis said softly. “Unless you are tired and want to go to sleep.”


  Ehandar looked uneasily at him.


  “If you want me to, I’ll stay,” he answered cautiously, not certain what was expected of him.


  Anaxantis seemed to hesitate.


  “I’d like you to share my bed tonight,” he whispered. “If you want to, that is. You don’t have to, of course.”


  “You know I want to.”


  “Good. Let me get some cups. I have brought wine.”


  They sat together on the rug before the fire, sipping wine. Ehandar didn’t want to presume and run the risk of disturbing the fragile situation by making a perhaps unwelcome gesture. Anaxantis didn’t want to take the initiative for fear his advances would be misunderstood for orders. At long last Ehandar took Anaxantis’s free hand and brushed it lightly with his lips. When he looked up his brother responded by kissing him on the lips.


  “Let’s go to bed,” Anaxantis said. “I’m going to freshen up a little first.”


  When he came out of the bathroom he saw that Ehandar had already undressed and lay naked upon the bed on his belly.


  Does he think that this is what I want from him? Anaxantis wondered silently.


  “Come under the covers,” he said as softly as he could, after he had taken his clothes off. “It is cold.”


  Ehandar did as he was bid.


  He lies there passively, waiting for whatever will happen.


  Anaxantis had no clue at all how to elicit a response, and so he let his instincts take over. He lay himself outstretched upon Ehandar’s body and began kissing him, first on the mouth and then slowly working his way down, over his neck, nipples, chest and his bellybutton until finally he reached his member. At least that reacted in the desired manner. When he looked up he saw that Ehandar was more surprised than anything else. He worked his way back up and finally he felt Ehandar’s hands caressing him back. He rolled over, dragging his partner with him until their positions were reversed. Ehandar seemed to have understood the hint and began to take a more active role. When in his turn his brother kissed him all over, until he reached his member, Anaxantis spread his legs to give his lover room to kneel between them. He slid his backside up Ehandar’s legs and hoisted himself into an upright position, holding on to his partner’s shoulders with one hand while with the other guiding Ehandar’s member into his entrance. With a deep sigh he let himself slide over his partner’s shaft and embraced him. Ehandar began to move rhythmically in him and Anaxantis sought his mouth and let his tongue explore it.


  When he felt Ehandar come inside him, it nearly felt like a triumph, and it brought almost as much satisfaction as if he had climaxed himself. He took his lover’s head between his two hands and started kissing him all over his lips and his eyes, where he tasted the wan saltiness of tears.


  Have I already reduced him to this, Anaxantis thought. Is this all it takes? And yet, I have to know. I can’t stop here.


  He let himself be pushed gently backwards, and, after a while, he felt Ehandar’s lips close teasingly around the tip of his length. His partner gradually took more and more of him, until his hips began to thrust back by themselves. When he erupted and the ecstasy began slowly waning, he looked down and saw Ehandar’s luscious black hair spread out all over his groin, lying quietly. He felt his shrinking member still in the warm mouth, not being stimulated anymore, but enclosed, safe.


  At last Ehandar released him and looked up, with the expression of a faithful dog who knows he has just done exactly what was required of him and who now expects words of praise or a friendly pat. Anaxantis beckoned him to come and took him in his arms, caressing his hair.


  “You were amazing,” he whispered into Ehandar’s ear.


  “It’s easy. It’s you.”


  It was a simple statement, self-explanatory and naive, almost childlike, and Anaxantis knew that he would disappoint his lover immensely if he would stop his caresses now. He felt how Ehandar laid his head upon his chest, his ear above his heart and one hand resting beside it, the long, strong fingers stretched out over a nipple.


  When finally Ehandar fell asleep, he moved very cautiously from under him and guided his head onto the pillow. Anaxantis smiled, enchanted, when he saw him twitch in his sleep and covered him carefully with the blanket. He blew out the candles on the nightstand. Then he lay back, staring into the half dark, broken only by the dying fire in the hearth and the pale light of a quarter moon.


  For a long time he lay there ruminating, his thoughts meandering, his emotions vacillating.


  He tried to fight it, to reason around it, but he had learned from a very young age that it was pointless to try to deceive yourself. Pointless and fundamentally impossible. But couldn’t he just, in the face of uncertainty and with all the risks that implied, make a decision? Just decide that how it should be was how it was? Go a step further than what was right, what was just? Than what was wise?


  It took a very long time, but at last his mind was made up.


  I can’t afford the luxury.
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  Chapter 19


  Burning Questions
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  Sobrathi arrived on the first of January of the year 1453 after the Ending of the Darkening in Ormidon, the capital of Ximerion. She had brought three companions. The same men who had assisted her in getting Emelasuntha out of the castle on Taranaq Mountain.


  She knew exactly where to go. The city had long since outgrown its walls. Ormidon hadn’t been threatened, let alone besieged, in more than four centuries and new districts had sprawled haphazardly outside the fortifications. She guided her little party to a house surrounded by an enclosed garden at the outskirts of the district that lay the farthest away from the city center. Without dismounting she pulled a chain that hung to the right of the gates five times in succession, and minutes later a small hatch opened. Then the gate itself opened and the little group rode inside.


  The house was the headquarters of the Tribe of Mekthona in Ximerion. The Tribe was a group that had formed around Emelasuntha during and after the Rebellion of the Warring Barons, more than twenty years ago. It’s members were selected because they were fiercely loyal to the Royal House of Mekthona and not a few were actually related to the reigning dynasty, albeit sometimes very tenuously.


  Two years after the actual fighting had stopped, the last of the Warring Barons had been captured on the farm where he had been hiding, posing as a hired help, and had been summarily executed. His corpse was beheaded and flung on a dung heap, while his head was put on a stake and brought to Torantall where it hung, for years, from the southern gate, until the bleached skull itself disintegrated one stormy night in winter.


  The Tribe had outlived the purpose for which it was formed, but Emelasuntha kept it alive. By nagging and bullying she appropriated the necessary funds to keep the group operational, first from her father and later from her brother Kurtigaill. She acquired several remote domains cheaply all over Zyntrea, where the Tribe could exercise in relative privacy. She used the organization mainly as her personal instrument to eliminate nobles who she thought were potential risks to the throne and whom her father and brother were too weak-hearted or too scrupulous to tackle.


  Later when she had married the high king of Ximerion, one of the first things she arranged was the acquisition of the house with the walled garden on the outskirts of Ormidon. A few others followed. From early on the Tribe had begun infiltrating the Royal Administration and keeping tabs on a variety of important and less important people in the kingdom of Ximerion. By now its network had become nothing less than vast, and the Tribe had agents on almost every level, except the most high, of the administration, the military and the government.


  Sobrathi wasted no time. She had arrived in the late afternoon and had ordered a hot bath to be prepared. Meanwhile she went to the Master of the House. She needed no documents since she knew all the names of Anaxantis’s friends, and the few things that were known about them, by heart.


  The next day, shortly after midday and about an hour before Hemarchidas entered Ormidon by the northern main gate, the Master of the House came to her room with the first results of his investigations.


  “We’re still investigating and speaking to our contacts. Things seem to be a little more complicated than we thought they would be. There is one clear-cut case however, Bortram Gronnick. His father owns a medium-sized farm in Great Tracthon, a village some fifteen miles to the northwest of Ormidon. He bought it twenty-eight years ago with a loan. In two years the loan should be paid back in full. However, since he had no collateral at the time he couldn’t get the money from a regular banking firm or the more reputable lenders. He signed a contract with some stringent clauses. Basically the land serves as collateral and payments have to be on time. Even one late payment gives the firm the right to exact the remaining sum in its entirety or, failing that, to confiscate the land.”


  “Aren’t such contracts illegal?”


  “They are now. You see, My Lady, twenty-eight years ago the previous king was still on the throne, and this kind of arrangement was completely legal. In the last years of his father’s reign the present king already managed most of the affairs of the kingdom. Corruption was rife in many sectors and the then prince Tenaxos did all he could to eradicate most of it. The rapacity and irresponsible behavior of banks and great financial firms, coupled to a virtual absence of strict legal instruments, meant that a lot of the common people became the victim of absurdly stringent, even unscrupulous contracts. Tenaxos put an end to all that and had laws enforced to protect the subjects of the crown, and particularly the weaker ones, from being exploited. For Gronnick it came too late, I’m afraid.”


  “The new laws were not made retroactive?”


  “That was the compromise. The dynasty was — still is — very young, and he probably didn’t dare antagonize the great financial institutions. Don’t forget that many noble Houses are silent partners in some of the greatest banking firms. And regimes tend to fall when financial backing is withdrawn.”


  “Do the Gronnicks have difficulty in honoring their financial obligations?”


  “Not until recently. But since the last harvest things went downhill. They had to dip into their reserves for month after month to make the payments on time because not enough money is coming in. Even with their son Bortram sending most of his pay home.”


  “They had a bad harvest?”


  “No, not at all. In fact, you could call it an abundant one. But so was everybody else’s. Ormidon is their main area of distribution, and produce was overflowing the market in such quantities that prices plummeted. They barely broke even. As far as we can estimate, at the going rate their financial reserves will be depleted in about three to four months. At that time the firm will foreclose. For them it’s a golden opportunity. Twenty-eight years ago the land wasn’t developed and now it is. They received payments all those years and in a few months they will own the land and be able to sell it for at least seven times what it was worth initially.”


  “No wonder banks get rich. I should tell this to my friend Merrick, but he probably would be mad at me for thinking him capable of such highway robbery.”


  “Merrick, My Lady?”


  “Never mind. An acquaintance of mine.”
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  “Is it really necessary for both of us to be here, Landemere?” Obyann grumbled. “I’m freezing my ass off.”


  “Since it’s the first one, I thought it best we welcomed him together. Besides the others aren’t arriving for another week, so it will be just the three of us until then. Better to start off on the right foot,” Arranulf answered. “We could go wait in the sentinel house, if you want. I’m sure the guards won’t mind. Or we could wait in the antechamber of the tower.”


  They were standing in the inner courtyard, wearing their brand new uniforms. Black boots, gray pants, dark red tunics with the dragon crest above their hearts and matching thick cloaks.


  As luck would have it their wait was a short one. A wagon, driven by an ancient servant, entered the gates. A young man descended, looked doubtfully at his surroundings and sighed resignedly. His face was longish, with big gray eyes that gave him the look of a puppy whose food bowl has just been snatched away from him, and a sensitive mouth that seemed permanently about to quiver. The effect was reinforced by his lank, brown hair that fell upon his shoulders and his small, slender stature.


  “They’re sending us children, Landemere,” Obyann said. “Just look at him. He’s twelve if he is a day. We’re not head pages, we’re babysitters.”


  “He does seem a bit on the small side, doesn’t he?” Arranulf assented. “Come, let’s go and greet him.”


  They went over to the wagon.


  “Hi, I’m Arranulf, and this young man with the cheerful look on his face is Obyann. We are the head pages. Welcome to Lorseth.”


  Obyann snorted loudly.


  “I am Radyamirodyahendo of Eldorn,” the boy said morosely.


  “Kid, what I just heard was Ra-blah-blah-blah-o,” Obyann said.


  “Oh, nobody can remember that. Everybody calls me Rahendo.”


  He turned to the servant who was taking a chest from the wagon.


  “Tell Alanda, Volunda, Tyrenda, Chulonda and Berninda that I already miss them.”


  “Now, you take care of yourself, young master,” the servant said before mounting the driver’s seat.


  It seemed for a moment Rahendo would start crying when he saw the cart make a turn and drive out of the gates.


  “Who were all those women you already miss?” Arranulf asked, in an honest effort to cheer up the little guy. “Your girlfriends, I bet.”


  “My sisters. I have five older sisters.”


  “By the Gods, I suppose we should be glad you didn’t arrive in a dress then,” Obyann quipped.


  Rahendo gave him a dirty, sorrowful look.


  “You’re mean,” he said accusingly, pointing at him with his right hand, which had a ring on each finger, the thumb included.


  “Yes, he is. Yes, he is.” Arranulf laughed. “He is our local meany. But his bark is worse than his bite.”


  Obyann snorted. Arranulf laid his hand on Rahendo’s shoulder.


  “Come, we must go notify the administration that you have arrived. Then we will help you carry your chest to the page’s barracks. After that we go to the seamstresses to have you measured for your uniform. I couldn’t help noticing that you seem to like rings, by the way.”


  “Oh, these?” Rahendo said spreading the fingers of his right hand and waving them in Arranulf’s face. For the first time he smiled. “My sisters all wanted to give me a going-away-present. They didn’t tell each other, and by accident they all happened to buy me a ring. I couldn’t disappoint them, of course. We had them fitted for each finger so that I can wear them all at the same time.”


  “And on the same hand?”


  “Oh yes, there would be endless discussions why I wore certain rings on my left hand and some on my right hand. Besides, I told all of them that they are my favorite sister.”


  “All of them? What if they talk to each other? Wouldn’t you be in big trouble if they found out?”


  “No, I also said to each of them that I said to all of them that they are my favorite, so as not to make the others jealous, but that they are really my favorite. See?”


  “Hm. I think so.”


  “So, this one on my thumb is from Alanda, the oldest, and then Volunda, Tyrenda, and Chulonda. The one from Berninda, the youngest, I wear on my pinky.”


  “You’re so lucky you haven’t got eleven sisters.” Obyann laughed out loud at his own dubious witticism.


  The two others gave him a blank stare.


  “You’re mean,” Rahendo stated again, accusingly, pointing a ringed finger at him and giving him a gloomy look.


  “Yes, he is. Yes, he is,” Arranulf bellowed. “He is the meanest meanie there ever was. He is the king of Meanland.”


  “Cut it out, you two. By the Gods, can’t you take a joke, kid?” Obyann grumbled. “I’m surrounded by simpletons. By the nine horns of Zardok, you make that nasty lowlife Ruldo look like a genius, and he’s too stupid to find his own ass with both his hands in broad daylight.”
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  Hemarchidas had arrived in the early afternoon of the second of January in Ormidon. He had left most of his men at an inn on the outskirts of the city. He had also left the horses there, and with only two companions he entered the capital on foot. He made his way directly to Anaxantis’s notaries.


  After having explained his problem, one of the head notaries sent an underling to the Public Records. He returned in less than an hour with all the information Hemarchidas had asked for. Never having been one to let matters linger, the Cheridonian then immediately went to the offices of the moneylenders. Before he left he gave the notary a small piece of parchment with names he wanted to have investigated. Anaxantis hadn’t asked for this, but Hemarchidas saw no reason to waste this chance to make sure there were no other weak links in their little chain.


  “So this is what is going to happen,” Hemarchidas said to the moneylender. “You are going to write a polite letter to Bortram Gronnick senior, explaining that due to a clerical error he has been paying slightly more than he should have all these years. In fact, his loan is by now more than paid in full, and you will return the sum of two moltar and twenty-four sarth to him. I am authorized to give the bank of the prince instructions to pay you the outstanding debt in full, and the additional two moltar and twenty-four sarth, immediately. His Royal Highness wants this done promptly and very discreetly.”


  “This is all highly irregular, my dear sir,” Burd Nordill, the head of Nordill, Nordill and Haven, moneylenders, said.


  “Yes, I understand that. Look at it this way. Do you really want his Royal Highness to take an interest in your firm? By the way, have you heard what happened in Landemere?”


  Yes, Nordill had heard what had happened in Landemere, and no, he didn’t want this royal hoodlum to take an interest in him or in his firm. His lips laboriously curled into something vaguely resembling a weak smile.


  “Nordill, Nordill and Haven will be all too glad to be of service to his Royal Highness of course. If you would be so kind as to return tomorrow. Meanwhile I’ll have everything prepared.”


  “Thank you kindly, Master Nordill, but when I said that his Royal Highness wants this done promptly, I meant as in now, immediately, this very instant. I trust this is no inconvenience to you?”


  “Eh, no, no,” Nordill hastily said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize the urgency of the matter. Please, make yourself comfortable while I give instructions to my people to draft the necessary documents.”


  It was already dark when Hemarchidas left the offices of Nordill, Nordill and Haven, moneylenders. Burd Nordill sighed. This damned business had taken a few hours, and now there was nothing else for it than to finish the work he had been planning to do that afternoon.


  He had been at it for about an hour, when he heard some strange noises. He was under the impression that by now all his people had left for the night, and he should be alone in the house. Obviously, that wasn’t the case.


  He was about to go and see who was still at work this late, when the door opened and three men, clad in black and with scarves wound around their heads that left only their eyes free under their hoods, entered his study. Two of them forcefully pushed him back into his chair.


  “Master Nordill,” the third one, somewhat stockier than the others, said, “I’ve come to talk to you about a certain farmer in Great Tracthon, to whom your firm lent some money twenty-eight years ago.”


  To his surprise, Burd Nordill recognized the voice as that of a woman. Who had ever heard of women burglars? But, then again, these weren’t just ordinary burglars.


  “You’re the second party who’s interested in that particular transaction,” he said, trembling.


  “The second party? Explain, man. Quickly,” the woman said, brandishing a knife under his nose.


  Burd Nordill explained in short, stilted sentences what had happened that afternoon. The woman seemed to ponder his words.


  “And you are certain that this man was sent by Prince Anaxantis? Not the king?”


  “No, no, I swear. I’m certain. He had the documents to prove it. From the prince, from his bankers…”


  “You are not confusing the name with that of one of the other princes? Prince Tenaxos for example?”


  “No, lady, no. The man reminded me of what happened in Landemere and said I didn’t want the prince to take an interest in me or my firm. And I agreed with him. Wholeheartedly.”


  Again the woman remained silent, this time for quite a while.


  “What is to keep you from reneging on this agreement?” she finally asked.


  “Everything. The man has taken all the documents with him, including the one that has to be registered at the offices of the Public Records. Which he will undoubtedly do himself, first thing tomorrow. Another parchment, duly signed and sealed, and a cash amount of two moltar and twenty-four sarth, will be delivered tomorrow by special courier at the farm of the Gronnicks. I wouldn’t be surprised if he were to do that himself as well. I swear, there is nothing I can do about this anymore.”


  For the third time the woman fell silent. Burd Nordill looked at her anxiously.


  Can we take the risk? Sobrathi thought. Anaxantis has evidently seen the danger and taken action. Emelasuntha is going to be so proud of him. But Master Nordill was just a little bit too forthcoming. What if Tenax’s agents smell a rat and come to interrogate him? Or if he starts blabbering all by himself. He could come to regret his decision and try to reverse it, no matter how much he is protesting to the contrary now.


  “This must be your lucky day, Master Nordill,” Sobrathi said after a long silence. “It seems you are going to see the sun rise once again. It would of course be best that you forgot all about our friendly little chat.”


  “Lady, as far as I am concerned this business is finished for once and all time, never to be mentioned again,” he replied, his voice relieved, but still a little shaky.


  She made a sign and one of the two men who stood behind him planted a knife in the banker’s heart.


  There was just enough time for a surprised look to appear on his face before he died.


  “Torch the place and let’s get out of here,” Sobrathi said.
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  “You’re saying that the land is mine and fully paid for?” Bortram Gronnick senior asked, barely able to believe the good news.


  “Oh, yes, and this document is the proof. A clerical error, you see. Happens more than you would think. You have been paying too much all these years. You have the profound apologies of Nordill, Nordill and Haven. I also have the deed to your land here. Might I suggest that you take good care of both documents?”


  Hemarchidas handed Gronnick both documents and a small purse.


  “The amount you overpaid. Two moltar and twenty-four sarth.”


  The farmer looked at him in disbelief.


  “This is by far the best news I have got in years,” he said. “I’ll give the documents for safe keeping to our notary, right this afternoon. Oh, and I must go and visit the scribe at the village and dictate a letter to tell my oldest son about this. He serves in the Army of the North, you know. Is making a career for himself too, I gather. He has been sending most of his pay to help us, these last months. I can’t thank you enough, Sir.”


  “No thanks necessary. I’m only the messenger,” Hemarchidas answered.


  By late afternoon he was back at the offices of the prince’s notary.


  “Something very strange happened this night,” the notary said in a noncommittal voice. “It seems the offices of Nordill, Nordill and Haven burned down. The charred remains of Burd Nordill were found among the still smoking debris. Quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”


  Hemarchidas paled.


  “Nothing to do with me, honestly,” he said.


  “No, of course not, nor was I implying anything of the sort. You will remind the prince that I am His Highness’s humble and loyal servant, won’t you?” It sounded a bit sarcastic. “Just to make sure.”


  “I most certainly will,” Hemarchidas replied, uncomfortably and confused.


  “Well then, the other persons you asked me to investigate. You’ll be happy to learn that about your good self and your friend, Master Lethoras Demaxos, nothing is known in the official records. As far as they are concerned you don’t exist. I suspect that is exactly how you like it. The other two, well… Master Tomar Parmingh is a bright legal mind and should have been someone important by now. However he seems to be a royal pain in the backside, and he is now stationed in the Northern Marches. Buried there, I should have said, together with his once promising career. That’s what you get for antagonizing your superiors with such trifles as the truth. Especially when you insist on throwing it into their face. Both his parents are dead, and until some ten months ago he was supporting his younger brother, Landar Parmingh, at that time eighteen years old. That is, until he disappeared.”


  “What do you mean, disappeared?”


  “Exactly that. One morning he was still there, and then when Master Tomar returned home that evening, he wasn’t anymore. The records show that he went to the city guards the next day to report that his little brother went missing. Not much was made of it. After all the young man was eighteen and could have left for any number of reasons.”


  “And he was never found?”


  “No, and neither did he return. Went up in thin air, you might say.“


  The notary waited a few moments, in case his guest had some additional questions.


  “Then Sir Iftang Busskal,” he continued, when there came none. “Only son and heir of Sir Maldar Busskal, hereditary knight. The family was elevated to the baronetcy under the previous dynasty, but has failed to pay the enrollment up until now. Sir Maldar and Sir Iftang are barely on speaking terms. The quite extensive estate of the family is gradually being frittered away as Sir Maldar finds it necessary, from time to time, to sell plots of land to remain solvent. For about a decade his debts are so large that foreclosure is around the corner. Yet every time he seems to manage to come up with just enough money to prevent the ax from falling. Nobody is really sure where it is coming from however, and the sales of land barely pay for Sir Maldar’s irresponsible life style.”


  “Isn’t Sir Iftang a bit young to be a general already?” Hemarchidas asked.


  “No, not really. Granted, he is a somewhat green, but he is not that young. He is in his thirties and his command is a very minor one. Two hundred and fifty men, if I am correct. In a regular army, a unit like that would be commanded by a first captain. He only got the rank because the Army of the North is so small and everybody else who came into consideration for the commission declined as fast and forcefully as they could. For Sir Iftang the distance it put between him and his father was just another benefit.”


  “I see,” Hemarchidas said.


  In other words, I managed to eliminate one vulnerability, but it appears there are two others. We must find out what exactly happened to Tomar’s little brother and what is the mysterious source of money of the Busskals.


  


  [image: ]


  “About the two Cheridonians we could find nothing,” the Master of the House said to Sobrathi. “That’s mainly because the Cheridoni tribe isn’t subject to Ximerion. Officially they’re guests of the crown, an independent people with a valley in perpetual loan, provided they abide by the treaty. Neither Hemarchidas Landrastis nor Lethoras Demaxos made any waves before they befriended the prince. So, literally nothing is known about them.”


  “Damn,” Sobrathi said, “we can’t infiltrate the Cheridoni tribe, but then again it’s highly unlikely that they would be very vulnerable if they never before left their tribal surroundings.”


  “I would tend to agree, My Lady. However, the same can not be said about the others. First General Iftang Busskal. Ancient, but minor nobility. If they were prepared to pay the fee for the enrollment, they could claim a baronetcy. But that’s just it, they won’t because they can’t. The House is in dire financial straits, due to unwise investments and a spendthrift Sir Busskal senior. They have sold several tracts of land but that is barely sufficient to keep the creditors at bay. The general is in his early thirties, and he is the sole inheritor of what in all likelihood will be nothing but debts.”


  “So, he is a prime candidate for blackmail or for being seduced by hefty sums of money, I guess. He bears looking into further.”


  “Indeed, My Lady, all the more so because there is something strange going on. Although some of the creditors could have initiated the procedure for foreclosure a long time ago, they haven’t done so. The question is why. Our agents are delving deeper into it.”


  “Either they have access, from time to time, to important sums of money with which to keep their creditors from taking drastic steps or someone higher up is protecting them. Find out which.”


  “Tomar Parmingh. Brilliant legal mind and seemed to be set for an equally brilliant and very fast career in the Royal Administration. Yet he ends up in the Northern Marches in an obscure department, whose main task it is to keep an eye on the administration of the province of Amiratha, and not even as department head. The official explanation is that his tendency to speak his mind under all circumstances and his utter lack of diplomatic skills are to blame. But we discovered something else. He has a younger brother, Landar Parmingh, eighteen years old, who is in prison for the moment.”


  “What was his crime?”


  “Ah, that we don’t know. You see, My Lady, less than a year ago he was discreetly arrested, and he has been kept in custody, at the pleasure of the king, ever since. That means that he can be kept a prisoner indefinitely, that his records are closed, that he has no right to legal representation and that he is held incommunicado. Usually this status is reserved for persons suspected of crimes against the state. Of course the king can slam that qualification on everybody, for about every reason he cares to come up with.”


  “Which means that Tomar Parmingh could be the victim of blackmail, but only by the king or somebody very close to him. Nobody else could influence the destiny of his younger brother. Is it possible that he was planted in Lorseth as an agent by the king? In that case Tenaxos got lucky when Tomar caught Anaxantis’s eye.”


  “We will do our best to find out, My Lady, but I don’t need to tell you how extremely difficult this will be.”


  “Not to say nearly impossible. Kept at the pleasure of the king. One could as well order his headstone, though nobody would know where to place it. What could an eighteen-year-old boy have done to warrant such treatment? It will probably be a lot easier to find out how the Busskals keep their head above water.”
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  In the barracks of the pages the three boys had just gone to bed, when a storm broke loose above Lorseth. The rain hammered mercilessly upon the wooden roof and the wind howled fiercely. Frequently a lightning flash bathed the inside of the barrack in a ghostly white light, followed by the frightful, crackling noise of thunder.


  Nothing of all this seemed to disturb the peaceful slumber of Arranulf, who by all appearances was dead to the world, oblivious to all the racket going on. Obyann, on the other hand, had difficulty falling asleep. Every time he almost drifted into a light slumber, a new outburst of thunder startled him wide-awake. He turned and tossed to find a comfortable sleeping position, when suddenly he saw someone looming over him. At that moment a lightening flash temporally made Rahendo’s melancholy face, staring at him with big, inquisitive eyes, visible.


  “Aaaah,” Obyann yelled, unable to stop himself.


  “Are you awake?” Rahendo whispered.


  “No, I’m fast asleep and dreaming of cows dancing through the streets of Ormidon. What do you think?” Obyann snarled.


  “I can’t sleep. I’m too afraid.”


  “Yeah, well, I can’t stop the storm, can I? I’ve got trouble falling asleep myself. That’s no reason to sneak up on people like that. I could have taken you for Ruldo, one of our peasants and the nastiest jerk you’ve ever seen. I could have hurt you severely.”


  As he made to turn away, Rahendo shook his shoulder with his ringed hand.


  “I’m afraid. Can I sleep here?”


  “Here? Here as in here here?” Obyann asked, staggered, not believing his ears.


  Rahendo nodded vigorously.


  “Yes, please. My sisters always let me sleep with them when a storm is raging.”


  “Do I look like one of your sisters, kid? Even vaguely?”


  Rahendo shook his head negatively.


  “But you’ll do. Please.”


  The big, sad eyes kept staring penetratingly at Obyann.


  “I’ll do, eh. Why, thank you, kind sir, but no thanks. Ask Arranulf, I bet he’ll be more, eh, amenable to the whole idea.”


  “He’s in a deep sleep. I can’t ask him. Please.”


  “I will not be getting any sleep myself before I agree, will I?”


  “No,” Rahendo shook his head energetically again.


  “You’ll stay there yammering and whining, won’t you?” Obyann sighed.


  Rahendo nodded vigorously. Obyann turned his back to him and with one hand lifted the covers behind him.


  “All right then, hop in. But I warn you. No funny stuff. You hear me? Definitely no funny stuff.”


  He heard some rustling behind him.


  “What are you doing?” he asked slightly alarmed, but taking care not to turn back.


  “I’m taking off my nightshirt. Can’t stand it. I sleep in the buff,” Rahendo said while he slid next to Obyann into bed.


  “You’re sleeping naked? Listen kid, you stay on your side of the bed and—”


  He stopped mid sentence as he felt himself being spooned from behind by Rahendo, who, pressing himself against him, flung an arm around him.


  “By the seven pits of Murokthil, if that dirty dickhead Ruldo ever finds out about this, I’ll never hear the end of it,” Obyann muttered. “Damn it, now I’ll not only be that bastard, but that boy-fucking-bastard.”


  “Thank you, Obyann,” Rahendo whispered and planted a wet kiss on his neck.


  Obyann shuddered.


  Being the only one who had enjoyed a good night’s sleep, Arranulf was the first to wake up. Right after he had rubbed his eyes, he was greeted by the endearing vision of Obyann lying on his back, softly snoring and frowning in his sleep, with Rahendo lying with his head on his chest, the tip of his ringed thumb between his lips.


  “Well, will you look at that?” he said softly to himself. “Sir I-like-fat-women-with-temple-door-wide-hips-and-don’t-you-forget-it has found himself a sleeping buddy.”


  Without making a sound he took a chair and placed it beside the bed. Smiling, he sat down, waiting for them to wake up, anticipating with gleeful delight Obyann’s expression of horror at being found out like this.


  “Oh, Ramaldah, this is going to be such a fun day.”
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  Ehandar had been awake for some time and was waiting for Anaxantis to come and get him. The storm had kept him up for a great part of the night. Some rain had seeped through the slits, high up in the wall, and made the straw moist and fragrant. He stayed under the covers, where it was warm, longing to be able to get up, wash himself and get warm before the fire in the hearth.


  Finally he heard footsteps coming down, but they passed his little room. After some minutes they came up again.


  “You can come up,” he heard when they went by his door.


  He dressed quickly.


  “Morning,” he said, when he entered the big room.


  “Morning,” Anaxantis answered. “See to the fire, will you? It has almost gone out.”


  After removing most of the cinders with an ash pan into a wooden, lidded crate lined with lead and putting some fresh logs on the fire, he remained standing before the hearth, watching the flames lick at the wood, until he felt warm again.


  He took off his clothes, threw them upon the big chair and went into the bathroom.


  When he reemerged after some ten minutes, a towel wrapped around his waist, he went straight to the wardrobe to get clean pants and a fresh shirt, but couldn’t find them.


  “Anaxantis, do you know what happened to my clean clothes? It’s odd, but I seem to be all out.”


  “No, you’re not out, I took them,” Anaxantis said.


  Ehandar looked at the chair where he had left the clothes he had been wearing, but they too were gone. At that moment he got the ominous feeling he was in for another round of humiliation.


  “Why did you take my clothes?” he asked against his better judgment.


  “Your clothes?” Anaxantis asked while he girded his sword on. He raised his eyebrows. “Your clothes?” he repeated. “Must I remind you that there is nothing, nothing at all, you possess? See, that’s exactly why I took them. It’s time you realized just exactly what your standing is.”


  “But—”


  “Lose the towel.”


  “Anaxantis, I—”


  “Not another word. Lose the towel. Now.”


  Anaxantis’s face had turned to stone as he kept staring as Ehandar slowly removed the towel and let it fall to the floor.


  “Why?” was all Ehandar, now stark naked, could utter.


  “Why? The short answer is, because it pleases me. You don’t want to know the long answer.”


  Ehandar remained silent.


  “You do want to please me, don’t you?” Anaxantis asked softly.


  “You know I do,” Ehandar replied, trying to be as persuasive as he could. “But is this… is this really necessary?” he added pleadingly.


  “Yes, it is,” his brother said. “It is, because I want you to understand fully just who and what you are. And this is it. Just like you are standing there. Naked. Nameless. With nothing to call your own. No better than a beast in the wild.”


  Anaxantis had come up to him and looked him straight in the eyes, searching.


  “Besides, I don’t see what the big deal is,” he added. “I’ve seen you naked before. You’ve seen me naked before.”


  He slowly circled around Ehandar, who tried to follow him with his eyes while maintaining his position.


  “It’s… it’s different,” Ehandar said softly.


  “Be that as it may,” Anaxantis continued unrelenting, “the fact remains that you own nothing, and everything you use is only because I permit you to. And you are not to use towels, sheets or whatever improperly as some substitute for clothing. Under no condition. Not even when I’m not here. Is that understood?”


  For the merest fraction of a second rebellion flickered in Ehandar’s eyes, but it quenched almost as soon as it had lit. One word of his little brother and the guards would storm into the room and they would drag him naked out of it, down the stairs, across the inner courtyard, for all to see. They would chain him, and by late afternoon he would be at the Farms, where he would be forced to work the land immediately upon arrival, as soon as they had thrown him off the cart. It didn’t bear thinking about. He couldn’t take the risk. He must try to placate his little brother. Do everything to prevent that from happening.


  He looked into the cold eyes that were staring at him.


  “Yes, I understand,” he whispered almost inaudible.


  “What did you say? Speak up, man.”


  “Yes, yes, yes,” he shouted, nearly in tears.


  “Good. It’s not as if you are going out regularly.”


  He saw Anaxantis looking him over from head to toe and felt as if he was being appraised as cattle. A deep sense of shame and humiliation came over him, and as he felt his face becoming red and glowing, he looked down, just in time to see Anaxantis reach for his member and lift it with the outstretched index finger of his right hand. He looked immediately away.


  “Please… please, don’t,” he said, neither daring to move nor looking at his brother, but standing rigidly and staring at the wall before him.


  Anaxantis didn’t seem to hear him and Ehandar felt him looking at his member as it slowly began to rise. By the time it stood fully erect, his brother was staring into his eyes, and he had to fight to hold back his tears.


  “Well, I have to go,” Anaxantis said suddenly and gave him a light slap on the buttocks.


  At the door he turned around and once again looked at his older brother, who still stood petrified where he had left him with his unabated erection.


  “I almost forgot. Clean the floor today. Thoroughly, please. It’s dirty.”


  Ehandar didn’t trust himself to answer.


  “Have you heard me?” Anaxantis asked.


  “Yes. Yes, I heard you.”


  “Well?”


  “Yes, I will clean the floor.”


  Anaxantis turned around and left without another word.


  For several minutes Ehandar remained standing where he was, dazed and bewildered. Finally he collected the towel from the floor and, out of habit, was about to wrap it around his waist, but then reconsidered.


  “What if he comes back unexpectedly? He will be furious. There is no telling what he will do.”


  He wanted to lie down in the big bed and pull the sheets over him, just to be covered, but he didn’t dare. Not only was he certain that Anaxantis would consider lying in bed by day improper use of the sheets, but he could not, he simply could not lie down in Anaxantis’s bed without having been given express permission. Without having been invited into it.


  He staggered to the big chair, sank down in it, buried his head in his hands and began to cry uncontrollably.


  He lost all notion of time, but at long last the tears were spent.


  He went over to the cabinet where he kept the silver flute Anaxantis had given him for his birthday. Next to it lay the cheap wooden box with the cards Renda had given him, and the sight almost started him weeping again. He took the dagger that lay beside them and looked at the engraving.


  Redina Mo Sevrai. Medicine For The Heart.


  “Why does he let me keep this? For that matter why did he ever give it to me? What is he trying to say? Is he going to drive me so far that I use it on myself? Is that what he wants? Does he want to be rid of me, without having to soil his own hands? If that is his intention, why wait? Why not have done with it?”


  He thought back at the night of New Year’s Eve.


  “What was that all about? It looked as if he wanted me, and not as a plaything either, but as a partner. There was love there. I’m certain of it. I couldn’t have been that wrong, could I? And now… What made him change his mind? Was it something I did? Or said? And why is he always looking at me as if he is searching for something?”


  Dozens of questions kept revolving around his mind. Absentmindedly he balanced the point of the dagger on a finger, winced and quickly took it away again. It was so sharp that by its own weight it had ruptured the skin, and a drop of blood welled up. He lay the dagger back and put the injured finger in his mouth, pensively sucking up the blood.


  It seemed almost impossible, but his world had become even smaller. It was far too cold to go outside on the balcony in his present condition. He loved sitting with his back against the wall or leaning on the parapet, looking out over the sea and listening to the shrill cries of the gulls. One more thing he would have to do without. Maybe in the spring or early summer…


  When Anaxantis came back that evening, Ehandar sat on the rug by the fireplace, hugging his legs, his chin resting on his knees.


  “Didn’t I ask you to clean the floor?” his brother asked while loosening the clasps of his mantle.


  With a jolt he looked up. He had completely forgotten about the floor.


  “I am sorry, I forgot… I am sorry, I am sorry, I am so sorry,” he stammered.


  “I ask you to do one thing. One thing. And you had all day long for doing it,” Anaxantis sighed. “Well, never mind. Do it now.”


  “Right now?”


  “Yes, right now.”


  “I’ll need a mop, a bucket… Where—”


  “Use a towel and one of the basins from the bathroom.”


  “But—”


  “Now.”


  When he came back out of the bathroom, Anaxantis sat in the big chair, staring into the flames.


  “Start at the door and refresh the water regularly,” he said without looking up.


  “Yes. Yes, I will,” Ehandar replied.


  He sat down on his knees beside the basin, dipped the towel in the cold water and started mopping the floor. The water turned brown the first time he wrung out the towel.


  It took him almost two hours to clean most of the floor on hands and knees. He had to stand up regularly to get clean water. He thought back to the many times he had passed servants cleaning the palace floors, without paying them any attention, or giving them even a fleeting thought.


  Only the stretch of floor between the big chair and the fireplace, up to the wall where the bed stood, remained to be done. When he started for the wall, intending to work his way back to the fireplace, Anaxantis stopped him.


  “Begin here,” he said, indicating with his left hand the space between the chair and the hearth.


  While slowly and laboriously progressing towards the far wall, he suddenly felt like an itch. Surreptitiously he glanced over his shoulder, met Anaxantis’s eyes and immediately looked straight ahead again.


  “He’s looking at me. That’s why he wanted me to start at the fireplace. He’s staring at my bare ass. He’s enjoying himself like… like before.”


  He bowed his head deeper to conceal his embarrassment and forced himself to persistently work on, while feeling his brother’s gaze burning on his backside. He knew that trying to keep his legs together would be futile. He had to move regularly. Like a beast in the wild. They didn’t care that their anus was in full view. He realized that with every move he made he gave his little brother also a view of his swinging member and testicles. And, to make matters worse, now he had to suppress an almost uncontrollable urge to scratch himself there. It was all he could do to keep himself upright on his hands and knees as he felt every last drop of dignity, self-worth and humanity drain out of him.


  At long last he was almost finished. He crouched down beside the big chair, his basin filled with fresh water.


  “The spot before the chair. Do you want me to do it now? Or tomorrow?”


  Without speaking, Anaxantis lifted his feet and put them on the edge of the seat of the chair, wrapping his arms around his legs. Ehandar crawled before him and cleaned the floor, his hands fiery red by now from the cold water, while his brother studied him attentively. When he was almost finished, he felt his buttocks being patted.


  “Okay. You’re finished for today. Put your things away and go to sleep.”


  Ehandar stood up, sweating from the exertion, his knees hurting and red.


  “Anaxantis,” he started, miserably and almost crying, “do we real—”


  “Not now,” Anaxantis interrupted him coldly. “I said to go to sleep. Can’t you, for once, just do as I ask?”


  “Yes, of course,” Ehandar whispered hoarsely and quietly went into the bathroom to put the towel and basin away.


  “Goodnight,” he said softly when he left for his little room.


  There came no answer.


  Once in his cell-like room, he fell on his still damp straw sack and buried his head as deep into it as he could, to muffle his anguished cries of despair.


  “There was nothing there,” Anaxantis thought, while staring at the flames. “There should have been at least some vague sign. A gesture. A look. Anything… but, no, nothing.”
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  Chapter 20


  Where the Black Monsters Dwell
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  “I admit that it is disconcerting,” Anaxantis said, “but I am not going to distrust them right out of hand all the same. I have… I have enough on my plate as it is.”


  “That’s all good and well,” Hemarchidas replied, “but we must find a way to look deeper into these matters. You’re far too trusting, Anaxantis, and as admirable as that is, you mustn’t let it cloud your better judgment. There’s too much at stake.”


  “Oh, you know,” Anaxantis made an almost imperceptible, self-deprecating gesture. Then he turned to his friend, smiling. “I missed you, you know? More than two weeks I couldn’t speak to you. By the Gods, I’ve missed that. And you.”


  “I missed you too.” Hemarchidas smiled back.


  “I missed you more than I can say. It took these two weeks of separation and the long days on horseback to appreciate just how much I miss you when you’re not around. You’re my addiction, my strange boy, my little prince, and I start slowly withering away when I am not with you. I must hear your laugh, your teasing laugh. I must feel your eyes resting on me. I must hear your worries, your fears and your hopes. I must see your face, your beautiful face, when you’re thinking, when you’re far, far away. That face can not be an impostor.


  I can no longer think of life without you in it. Yet those long days of separation were a good thing. They gave me time to think and I know now that sooner or later I must declare myself. That against all odds I have to let you know that your friendship alone is not longer enough.”


  “Did he say anything special about Marak’s family?” Anaxantis asked.


  “He didn’t even mention them. I suppose there was nothing to report. That can only mean one of two things. Either there is nothing to report—”


  “Or they are very adept in covering their tracks,” Anaxantis finished his sentence, grinning.


  “So, any idea what we should do about this nettlesome problem?”


  “Let me think about it,” Anaxantis said. “I don’t want to hurt them. Whatever we do must be as discreet as possible, at least until we know with certainty what’s what. It’s ironic, but the best man we have to investigate the House of Busskal and its financial imbroglio, is Tomar. To look into the difficulties of the Parmingh brothers we have… nobody.”


  They walked on in silence for a while.


  “I wish I knew where Mother was,” Anaxantis thought. “All rumors agree that she is safe and has escaped Ximerion to some independent city state. Most probably Soranza. But for several reasons I can’t take action and try to confirm that. I haven’t enough people I can confide such a delicate assignment to, and besides, those I do have I need here. I can’t take the risk to endanger her position, or bring her enemies on her trail by rash action. The best I can do is nothing and wait till she sees an opportunity to contact me.


  Damn, I could use her. I wish I had access to her resources. Or to Aunt Sobrathi.”


  “Can you imagine what an eighteen year old boy could have done to merit being kept at the pleasure of the king?” Hemarchidas eventually broke the silence.


  “The only thing I know is that grandfather invented the procedure or rather, revived it and improved upon it I should say, to get rid of those he estimated a threat to the new dynasty. I had no idea Father still used it. It is meant for those who are suspected of crimes against the state. Of high treason.”


  He kept silent for a moment.


  “It’s ironic to think that we both used grandfather’s draconian laws to get to our ends. Ironic and worrying.”


  “You’re nothing like your father, Anaxantis. I am not worried in the slightest.” Hemarchidas smiled again.


  “Well, maybe you should be. Did you know that Father started out as a decent ruler? In the last years of his reign, grandfather had become completely paranoid. A stolen crown apparently doesn’t sit easy on the brow. Certainly not the Devil’s Crown. Some say he murdered his own sons, Father’s brothers. Others say Father did. However, Father managed to gain control of the government. How he did that, I don’t know, but for the last years of his reign Portonas III was only a figurehead, while Father was the real power behind the throne. He abolished quite a few unjust laws, reformed even more of them, and was generally regarded as a blessing for the kingdom. That’s also why, when grandfather died, nobody disputed the right of Tenaxos I to succeed him. He already was the actual ruler. And so the Tanahkos dynasty gained a little more legitimacy. And see to what it has come.”


  “Is he serious?” Hemarchidas thought, astonished. “He can’t possibly see himself go the same way. He has more compassion than everybody else I know, and he is working tirelessly day and night to protect the people put in his care. Look what he had to surmount. He arrived here a lonely, sick boy with a domineering, stupid brute for a brother and colleague. He survived by his wits and sheer strength of character.”


  “The fact that you’re even worried about these things tells me you have nothing to fear. Nor do we.”


  Anaxantis looked at him with a mixture of fondness and gratitude.


  “You always thought far too high of me, Hemarchidas. You’re my friend and your opinion in this can’t be trusted,” he said, smiling thinly. “But, thank you.”


  “What is the difference, really? I also keep someone at my pleasure, without giving him any recourse to aid whatsoever. I had no choice, it was that or killing him outright, and I still may have to do that. Is it like this that corruption sets in? By convincing yourself that there is no other way?”
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  It was a beautiful winter day. It had been dry for a few days, and a bleak sun stood high in the open sky. Anaxantis and Hemarchidas walked at a steady pace through the woods. Although they had just discussed the difficulties some of their friends were in, they both were in a good mood.


  “While we are looking for possible weaknesses, we have a lot of other things that need our attention,” Hemarchidas resumed the conversation.


  “You’re right,” Anaxantis said. “The work is only beginning. The Landemere Contingent is coming along nicely, mainly thanks to Lethoras, but it is hardly enough. In a few days I’m off to Dermolhea for the Provincial Council. A lot, if not everything, depends on my ability to convince the Council to give me the money we need. I count on Lethoras and Bortram to see to it that things run smoothly here while I’m gone. We can’t afford to lose a day. Time, my friend, is not on our side. Not anymore. And this winter being so mild doesn’t bode well. Spring might be upon us much sooner than we thought.”


  They came to a part of the woods where the trees stood far apart and the sun shone through in places. Hemarchidas looked at Anaxantis and when he saw how the sun gave a special gleam to his golden hair, his heart missed a beat. He knew he couldn’t keep still any longer. Soon Anaxantis would be gone for another few weeks. He couldn’t bear the uncertainty any more. For better or for worse he must broach the subject now. It was the perfect day for it. Things were looking up and even in the encampment of the army the mood was rising. Soldiers liked it when their commanders went to war prepared and saw to it that they would be in strong enough numbers to face the enemy. Nobody doubted anymore that the young prince knew perfectly well what he was doing.


  “Why not now?” Hemarchidas thought. “Nothing has changed these last months and nothing very much will change in the coming weeks. This may be one of the last quiet moments we have together. He’s unattached, we’re already good friends, why not take the next step?”


  And so, throwing all doubt, and with it all caution, overboard, Hemarchidas decided to declare his love for Anaxantis. He had been preparing for just this occasion for months now. He had played the scene out in his head a thousand times. It was not as if this was just a crush. It was love, a love that tore at his heart, that sometimes lay heavy upon his chest, and he had come to the point where everything was better than this gnawing irresolution. He had steeled himself for doubt, a flat out refusal — nicely formulated, of course — and even for surprise. He only hoped that, if he were to be denied, that it wouldn’t be compassion that he would see in Anaxantis’s eyes. That, that would be unbearable. For the rest, he was prepared for everything.


  Except for what happened.


  Anaxantis halted and looked around for a place to sit down. Hemarchidas came up behind him and threw his arms around him, hoping to whisper his carefully prepared, polished words in his ears. Faster than he had ever seen him move, Anaxantis wrestled himself free of his embrace, turned around, drew his dagger and jumped upon a totally unprepared Hemarchidas. Both fell to the ground, Anaxantis on top, holding his dagger under Hemarchidas’s chin.


  “What did you think, Hemarchidas?” he hissed, his eyes wild and a grim expression on his face. “I have him alone. He’s used to me by now. His guard is down. He trusts me completely. Nobody around. What can he do? Well, a few months ago you might have been right. But you see, that’s why I insist on training every day. What did you think? He’s much smaller than I am? He can’t resist me for long?”


  Hemarchidas was speechless and totally dumbfounded. He felt the point of the dagger uncomfortably pressing under his chin, and the wild-eyed boy who lay upon him, suddenly seemed a dangerous stranger.


  “What is it you’re after, Hemarchidas? Is it sex you want? You should have said something,” the stranger continued in a biting, metallic voice. “I do sex. I don’t do love, but I do sex. And I do it good, Hemarchidas. How would you have wanted me? Docile, melting in your arms, sighing at the mere sight of the awesomeness that is you? Or did you want me playful, daring and maybe slightly perverse? Would you have liked me passive, whimpering and moaning while you fuck me? Or would you rather be fucked by me, forcefully yet tender, while you groan under me until you can’t take it anymore? Maybe you want it rougher? Maybe you’d like to slap me around a bit first, before forcing yourself upon me? Or do you like to be dominated by a stern, young master? What is your preference, Hemarchidas? I can cater to your every penchant. I can play them all and I play them well… If it was sex you wanted, you should have said so. You would have gotten it. It would have been all you’d have gotten, though.”


  Hemarchidas had silently, with growing horror and revulsion, listened to the rantings of this strange, raving boy that lay upon him. Ignoring the dagger, he threw Anaxantis off of him and jumped upright. The suddenness and the force of his movement made Anaxantis roll a few times over in the half rotten leaves on the ground, some of which stuck in his hair and gave him an even more feral appearance.


  “What was that all about?” Hemarchidas shouted, the disgust and hurt undisguised in his voice. “I don’t deserve this.”


  Anaxantis looked at him as if he had just woken up from a deep coma and had no idea what had just happened.


  “What did you think I was doing?” Hemarchidas yelled at him. “I wasn’t exactly going to murder you, you little fool. I was simply embracing you. What the fuck. What did you mean with that revolting, sickening fulmination. After all these months, do you know me so little? Do you trust me so little? Is that what I am in your eyes? A predator? Is that why you think I… Argh, bah.”


  He stopped suddenly, sickened and offended to the very core of his being. He made a contemptuous half-gesture and turned his back to Anaxantis.


  Several minutes neither of them spoke or moved. Then Hemarchidas heard soft crying noises. He turned around and saw Anaxantis, still sitting amidst the dead leaves, with his clenched fists pressed to his eyes, his chest heaving irregularly.


  “There’s something wrong. What could have provoked this nauseating outburst?”


  “Anaxantis,” he began tentatively in a soothing voice. “What—”


  “You came from behind,” Anaxantis shouted, sobbing. “I didn’t see you. I had no time to prepare.”


  “What’s he talking about? Time to prepare. For what? For being embraced?” Hemarchidas thought, confused.


  “What’s there to prepare for, you blistering idiot?” He shouted back, still angry. “It’s not as if I was going to ravish you.”


  “I know that now,” Anaxantis yelled, crying. “You took me by surprise. I just reacted…”


  “Reacted? Reacted? You almost killed me in blind rage. You had your knife at my throat.”


  “I know, I know, I’m sorry,” Anaxantis wailed. “I’m sorry…”


  His words died out in a soft whimper, and once again he pressed his fists to his eyes.


  Hemarchidas had all his life been quick to erupt, but that had never prevented him from keeping his wits about him.


  “There’s something wrong here. Seriously wrong. He’s devastated by what he just did. It’s as if he wasn’t in control of himself. What could have made him burst out like that?”


  He took a few deep breaths. His anger was more caused by the surprise of being attacked by the one he had come to regard as a dear friend and maybe more, than by real indignation. It dissipated quickly under the mounting worry that there had to be something very amiss to have provoked this violent reaction.


  “Anaxantis, I would never… not if you didn’t want me…” he said in a much calmer tone. “Whatever gave you the idea that I was… that I even could—”


  “Because it has happened before,” Anaxantis sobbed. “It has happened before…”


  “What do you mean it has happened before?” Hemarchidas said, cursing himself immediately after he had let the words escape.


  “What do you think it means, genius?” Anaxantis bit at him through his tears.


  “But how? When? Who?”


  Anaxantis looked at him, undecided whether he should, whether he could tell Hemarchidas what had happened. And how much. He had never told anyone before. He saw that his friend was not angry anymore and had sat down, as if wanting to place himself at the same level. On an impulse he made up his mind.


  “You’re a good friend. You deserve the truth. I’m sorry to have to say that there are still a few things I have been less than completely honest about. But I’ll tell you now. I’ll tell you everything.”


  He looked at Hemarchidas, who didn’t react, but seemed to brace himself, and sighed.


  “You remember how I told you that I had fallen sick a few days after we arrived at Lorseth? Well, that was what Ehandar told everybody to explain why I remained in our apartments all the time. Later we decided to keep to that story.”


  “Story?”


  “Yes, it was but a story. In reality he kept me a prisoner, with an iron chain around my neck, fastened to the wall of our room. Like an animal. For more than three months. Every day he told me nobody had asked for me. That nobody would ever come to rescue me. That nobody was interested. How he could kill me and nobody would even know. Or care.”


  “What?” Hemarchidas cried out. “I should have known it. I never did like him, not one bit. I knew he was rotten to the core. The bastard, the miserable, miserable, filthy, dirty bastard.”


  He breathed loudly in through his nose.


  “In a way it is good that you didn’t tell me this earlier. I would have gutted the vicious dog and laughed in his face while I did it.”


  “It doesn’t stop there. I said I would tell you everything. You wanted to know. Well, you shall. So, now hear me out.”


  Anaxantis’s face became calm and neutral. He spoke in an even, matter-of-fact voice as if he was explaining some boring administrative details.


  “One night he came home and I knew immediately that something was wrong. He was distraught in the extreme. He must have had some very bad news, and he had been drinking. I could smell it. I can still smell his breath reeking of wine. After all these months, I can still smell it. He tore my shirt off and tied me, belly down, over the table. There was nothing I could do. He was stronger, much stronger than I was. I never felt more helpless. Until then, that is, because later… Well, he started beating me on my back with his belt. I cried out in pain. I begged him to stop. He didn’t. So I stopped crying and I stopped begging. And still he beat me—”


  “Anaxantis, stop,” Hemarchidas said in a shocked voice. “You don’t have to tell me all this—”


  “Yes, I do. I said I would and I shall. He kept beating me, even after my back started bleeding, but I refused to cry anymore. So, he took that as a challenge. He pulled my pants down and started beating me on my bare ass—”


  “Please, stop,” Hemarchidas, who had become red, said in a tortured voice. “There are things that nobody ought to—”


  “No. You wanted to know why, and what, and who. You shall… He used more force than on my back and this time there was nothing I could do to prevent myself from crying out. Loudly. And I cried. I cried like a little child. It hurt. It hurt terribly. And it was degrading. I thought I couldn’t be more humiliated as I lay there being beaten on my bare ass by my brother. I was wrong. He turned me around and yanked my pants from my ankles and, now completely naked, he forced my legs back over my chest. He took his time to look me over. He looked long and hard at my naked body. At my private parts. At my ass. At my asshole. You see, Hemarchidas, it happened all rather quickly and yet it took forever. I was completely defenseless. Degraded. Humiliated. Treated as a thing. And he smiled. Or rather, smirked. He stared deliberately at my most intimate parts and then looked me in the eyes, to make certain I knew what he was doing. And he smiled, Hemarchidas. He smiled. I swear, Hemarchidas, he smiled…”


  “By the Gods, Anaxantis, stop. Stop. Please, stop. I never knew. I’m sorry for yelling at you. I didn’t know—”


  “No, you didn’t. I never told you. It’s not something you tell easily. It’s not an anecdote that you tell on a whim, to pass the time. Anyway… Then he forced my legs apart and put each over one of his shoulders. He lowered his pants and forced his member—”


  “No, no, Anaxantis, stop, I don’t need, I don’t want to know—”


  Hemarchidas felt an almost uncontrollable urge to put his hands over his ears and start humming, to drown out the droning voice that related these horrible things he had never suspected and that he had never wanted to know. Anaxantis looked at him and continued in the same monotonous voice, full of desperation.


  “He forced his member in my… in me. I begged him not to do it. I implored him. He laughed and did it anyway. He didn’t use anything to make it easier, nor did he do anything to prepare me, or to avoid hurting me. He just pushed, forced himself inside me. It felt as if I would split. It hurt excruciatingly, beyond words. And it was dehumanizing. I was nothing. Nothing but a piece of meat with a hole to push his dick into. All the while he kept looking at me. At the least of my reactions. Smiling every time he saw he had hurt me. Laughing at my humiliation. At every twitch of my naked body, displayed for him to leer at. At my utter powerlessness…”


  “No more, Anaxantis, please, no more, please, stop. I can’t bear to hear anymore.”


  By now every word Anaxantis spoke grated on his ears, every sentence was a cut in his flesh, every image a new, haunting nightmare. Tears welled up in his eyes.


  “You can’t bear to hear anymore?” Anaxantis said with a hollow sneer. He continued tonelessly, unrelenting. “And then he started fucking me. Fucking me. But even that was not enough. So, he grabbed my member and started stimulating it. He gave me an erection, an erection that I didn’t want, but could do nothing about. Now it looked as if I was enjoying his… his ministrations. He moved his hand up and down, faster and faster, and there was nothing I could do. After a while I orgasmed without being able to stop it. While he looked down upon me with perverse satisfaction, enjoying himself, I writhed in an unwanted and unwelcome ecstasy, and I came. I came all over my belly. In spurts and shocks. Several of them. And he laughed. By now I was so mortified, felt so crushed, that I wanted to die, then and there, immediately. I prayed the Gods I don’t believe in to take me. To kill me. To destroy me. To have mercy on me and let a flash of lightning burn me to a cinder. The only thing I could do was cry, cry and cry some more. That only seemed to stimulate him. It excited him. I felt it. He fucked me harder and harder, until he came in me…”


  Hemarchidas by now was weeping and let his tears fall down freely. He wished he could go back in time and break the bastard’s neck. He wished he could have been there, in time to tear that dirty, evil beast from the boy and break both his arms, and both his legs, and crush his ribs, and tear his guts out, beat his face to a bloody pulp, and bash his skull in. With every detail Anaxantis told, he became redder in the face and sicker to his stomach from empathic pain. The pressure on his chest made breathing almost impossible.


  “I wish I had never asked,” he managed to whisper.


  “After he had come in me, he dragged me to my little room, kicked me in the ass for good measure and chained me to the wall again. I couldn’t help myself. I started crying uncontrollably. Loudly. Very loudly. That bothered him, so he came back into my room. And he pissed on me. On my head. In my face. On my chest. On my private parts. He used me as a urinal. My mattress and beddings were soaked with his piss. I was dripping with his urine. As a wild animal he marked me, as his territory, as his possession. He said to shut up, or he would come back and beat me again…”


  Anaxantis took a deep breath and remained silent, looking at the ground, supporting his head with his hands in his hair. After a long while, Hemarchidas looked at him, with tears still in his eyes.


  “I’m sorry, Anaxantis. I didn’t know. I didn’t know. I wish there was something I could do. I wish I never, ever asked. I wish I could not know this.”


  He scrambled half upright and put out his arms to embrace his friend, but caught himself in time.


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry… I won’t touch you.”


  Anaxantis smiled wryly.


  “It’s all right, Hemarchidas. I know it’s you. Don’t let him take that away as well. Don’t let him rob us of that.”


  Hesitating, careful, as if he was afraid Anaxantis would crumble under the merest pressure, Hemarchidas put his arms around him, and he sighed with relief when he felt his friend’s head resting against his chest and felt assured his embrace was welcome.


  After a few minutes, Anaxantis resumed in the same detached voice.


  “I knew then I wasn’t master anymore over my own body. That I had totally lost control over my most basic and intimate functions. That I was completely at his mercy. And I despaired. I despaired like never before. I felt totally worthless. I thought I would die of shame and humiliation, as I sat there in the dark, stinking of his urine, wet, cold and hurting. The worst part was I felt dirty. As if it was my fault. I felt dirty for not having prevented him from using me like that. I felt dirty and guilty. I felt guilty for having come on my belly under his gloating stare. I felt dirty, guilty and worthless for having submitted to his demeaning treatment without doing anything. There are moments, every day there are moments I still feel that way… Then Mother came to my aid. Mother and her harsh lessons. Like she had taught me, I let first my indignation and then my hate take over. I hated like I’ve never hated before, and I swore a thousand holy oaths and a thousand unholy oaths that I would get him for this. I didn’t know how. I didn’t know when. But, if I survived this, I was going to get him. I swore that I would repay him, not once but a thousand fold. That I would take everything away from him, everything he took from me and then the rest. Everything he had and everything he was. Piece by piece. Drop by drop. And it worked. It got me through the night and it got me through the long months that were to come.”


  Hemarchidas plucked the dead leaves out of Anaxantis’s hair and started stroking it.


  “But eventually he let you go?” Hemarchidas half stated, half asked.


  “I sort of made him. I seduced him, pure and simple. I did what I had to do. And if more had been required, I would have done that too. There was literally no limit to what I was prepared to do. Yes, eventually he set me free. After more than three months. A few days later I met you.”


  “By the Gods, this is the boy I saw in the woods, hacking on a tree, just a few days after he managed to get out of the clutches of that raging savage, that foul swine. The prince who I saw sitting on the ducal throne of Landemere, as if it was his birthright to do so and who browbeat proud Athildis into submission. The lord governor who dismounted to help a wounded soldier. The friend I berated because I was so petty as to feel he didn’t trust me enough.


  “I never saw the wounded boy who all the while carried this with him.”
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  For the longest time Hemarchidas kept rocking Anaxantis in his arms. The tears had stopped, but the sorrowful look was still there.


  “Well, some would say you fulfilled your dire oaths. You got him back. You made him renounce his name, his lineage, his status. He can’t leave your apartments. He’s in your hands. Powerless. Isn’t it time to kill the venomous dog? To get rid of the vile monster? If you don’t want to soil your hands by killing your own brother, I’ll gladly do it for you. I will, you know. Quickly or slowly, just say how you want it done. It doesn’t matter to me. Just say the word. It won’t burden my conscience one bit to rid the world of that evil monster. And when I’m done, I’ll toss his stinking remains into a watery grave.”


  Anaxantis looked at him with gratitude.


  “I know you would, Hemarchidas. I know you would, but I can’t.”


  “Why? Kill him already and have it over and done with. Then you can start forgetting… or at least leave it behind you.”


  “I can’t, my friend, I can’t.”


  “But why? Why not?”


  Anaxantis hesitated and let out a long sigh.


  “I said I would tell you everything. So… for better or for worse, here goes. The simple truth is I can’t, because I love him.”


  Hemarchidas, who had thought he had heard the most important part already, startled.


  “You love him?” he said uncomprehending. “Of course you love your brother, but this… this brute is not… this…”


  “No,” Anaxantis said calmly. “You don’t understand. I love him.”


  And then Hemarchidas did understand, and his whole world collapsed upon itself. Anaxantis wasn’t unattached as he had thought. Anaxantis was in love. With his brother. With the man who had raped him. And he, Hemarchidas, had been a fool, waiting patiently and silently all those months. Hoping. Longing. He thanked the Gods he hadn’t dared dream beyond the point where he declared his love for Anaxantis. But the fact remained he had lost the battle for the affection of his love to a vulgar rapist. He groaned. He realized suddenly that he probably never had stood a chance. It was all decided long ago, long before they even met.


  “And now you are disgusted with me,” Anaxantis stated resignedly.


  “What?” Hemarchidas asked, emerging out of his self-involved brooding. “No, no, Anaxantis, I learned a long time ago that we don’t rule our hearts, but that they rule us. It is not what I expected, sure enough, but who am I to judge?”


  “In my tribe I was longtime considered a pervert for having feelings for other guys. I would have been an outcast, were it not for Lethoras. No, my love, I know unusual and unusual knows me. And I know the unpredictable obstinateness of the heart. I am not going to judge you. You are an extraordinary man and you have the right to be extraordinary in your likes and loves. It is the fact that I never even got a chance, that, without knowing it, I had lost the race before it even began, that I wasn’t even there at the start, that is what I mourn.”


  “Ehandar used to say that we’re not even half brothers, most likely,” Anaxantis said sadly. “That Mother… you know.”


  “You love him and you hate him.”


  “I love him. And I hate him because he made me hate that love. Because he made me hate him.”


  He looked up at Hemarchidas, his blue-gray eyes filled with sadness.


  “You know,” he continued, “all that he did… if he had told me… if he had but said that he liked it like that… I would have given it to him. Gladly. I would have let him do it. Beat me, humiliate me, degrade me, use his belt on my bare ass, rip the clothes of my body and take me brutally on the table… Even piss on me. I would have let him do it all, if he had said that it was what he needed. Or that it just was what he liked… I loved him so much… that much. You must think me such a pervert. All that and with my brother too.”


  “No, no, if possible I admire you more now than before, my love—”


  Hemarchidas bit his lip and blushed. Anaxantis smiled wryly and pressed his hand.


  “My friend, I meant my friend… I can’t imagine how you managed to carry on. To remain standing. After all that… and losing your love at the same stroke. And look what you accomplished in the face of all that befell you. You’re not a victim. A horrible thing was done to you and you used it to become stronger. Not to forget, you took down that sick beast. What is there not to admire in all this. You should be proud of yourself.”


  “Thank you.” Anaxantis smiled weakly. “Mother would say that we can’t always be in charge of what happens to us, but that we always have a choice in how we react to it.”


  He sighed.


  “Forgive me, I probably sound callous,” Hemarchidas said softly, “but can’t you just decide? Just decide to go past your hate or past your love?”


  “You have no idea what this is costing me, but I am your friend and it needs to be said.”


  “Either forgive him and make up,” he continued, “or slay him and then forget him. It is in the past after all. It happened a while ago. It’s time to finish this business and get on with your life.”


  “A while ago?” Anaxantis asked. “Yes, he raped me a while ago. Exactly nine months and two days ago. What’s that? Nine months or nine minutes. It’s the same. And it is in the past, you say? Then why is it still happening, every day, every time I close my eyes? Every time I hear someone behind me, and I don’t know who it is? How is it that I get an almost irresistible urge to kill anyone who happens to touch me unexpectedly? Tell me, Hemarchidas, how do I forgive, let alone forget, something that is still happening, that keeps happening over and over? How? How do I do that?”


  Hemarchidas didn’t know and remained silent, hoping that his arms would say what he didn’t find the words for.


  “So, what do you do?” he asked after a while.


  Anaxantis shrugged.


  “I keep him a prisoner, like he did me. Not in chains, at least not in visible ones. I keep him captive, and it almost convinces me that he can’t harm me anymore. I try to keep all my thousand infernal oaths. I humiliate him. I take away something, now and again. Slowly. Deliberately. Each time he thinks he can’t possibly sink lower, I push him down some more. I made him fall in love with me, made him fall hard, and then seemingly took it away again. And I don’t permit him to fall out of love with me. When I sense that he is wavering, doubting, I draw him to me and make him fall in love all over again.”


  “Your thousand infernal oaths.” Hemarchidas thought. “You can do nothing else but keep them, of course. You yourself told me you don’t make idle threats.”


  “It is so confusing,” Anaxantis resumed. “For it is not all play acting. I do love him. I do. Still, still, despite everything. And I can’t bring myself to decide to forgive him or to kill him, before I am certain what happened to the rapist. Is he still there? Of course he is, he must be, he’s only lying low, waiting… waiting for the first sign of weakness. Or maybe he is gone… Gods in heaven, I’m so messed up.”


  He looked at Hemarchidas through his tears.


  “You know,” he continued, “on New Years Eve I almost, almost decided. I came so close, so close. But I can’t. Not until I’m absolutely sure. It’s not only me. As you said, there’s too much at stake. So, for the time being, I will keep my damned oaths and I will keep taking away everything he has and is, piece by piece.


  “While at the same time punishing yourself for something that wasn’t your fault to begin with,” Hemarchidas silently commiserated.


  “That’s harsh,” he said. Then, after a pause, “But nothing that he doesn’t deserve.”


  “You think so? Can you picture the proud, haughty prince he used to be? The austere, stern lord governor who broke no contradiction? Now picture this. I keep him naked. Like a wild animal. Not a stitch of clothing on him. Bare. At my beck and call. I order him around. Make him do menial little jobs. I touch him where and when and in what manner pleases me. I look him over from his blushing face to his bare feet, because I know it embarrasses him immensely. You would think he would grow used to it, to being naked. Still, when I enter the room his first reflex is to cover his dick and balls… I make him crawl around on all four, like an animal, and I stare at his asshole and make sure that he knows I do. Just like he did with me. It devastates him. I take it further still. I pat him, like you would a dog, but on his bare ass. Sometimes I casually touch his dick until it rises and then I leave him standing there with his erection. And I’m not done. Far from… I watch him. I study him. Carefully. Meticulously. I look out for the rapist in him, but I can’t seem to find him anymore. He must be there somewhere. Buried. Hidden. But he’s disguised as a lover. He hides behind the mask of devotion. Every time I take away something new, every time I administer a new blow to whatever remains of his pride, I think that surely now he must come out of hiding. That finally I will see him again. Him, that did this to me. Him that took away my ability to love, to trust. Him that defiled me and defiled my love for him. And one day maybe I will. And then, then I will kill him.”


  Anaxantis had spoken as in trance and looked, without seeing, straight before him. Then he seemed to waken.


  “Still think he deserves all that?”


  At first Hemarchidas didn’t know what to say anymore, but very soon his inborn loyalty took over.


  “Yes. Yes, I think he deserves it. Far, far more importantly, you, you deserve it. You deserve your chance at revenge. No, at healing. If it helps you to feel back in control again to see your tormentor at your mercy, if it gives you back your self confidence, even a fraction of the dignity he stole from you, if it helps you deal with… with… it, yes, yes, and again, yes, he deserves every last scrap of what he’s getting. You have a right, an inalienable right to reparation.”


  Anaxantis sighed deeply and looked at him with pain visible on his face.


  “Ah, you see, you speak of healing, of reparation. If only… You speak of revenge and even that would be preferable to the truth. Actually… I like it. I like seeing him crawl down before me… I like it that he is mortified when I stare at his private parts. It… it… it excites me…”


  “What do you mean…?”


  “That it arouses me, damn you,” Anaxantis said, raising his voice in frustrated anger and self-revulsion. “I get a hard on from treating him like that. I’ve never gotten harder than when I pat his ass and see in his eyes how demeaning that is for him. Or when I look at his hole, and he knows it, and he realizes that, although he is cringing inside with utter shame, there is nothing he can do about it… And then I hate him all the more. For having awakened these monsters in me. For having given me this appetite, this craving. Which I never knew I had. Which I never wanted. Which I am ashamed of. Which I can’t resist.”


  He lowered his head, and when he raised it again, Hemarchidas saw that he had been crying again.


  “Do you still admire me?” Anaxantis asked with a sarcastic undertone. Then, shrugging, “You wanted to know. Now you do… This is what I am. I can’t escape it and I won’t lie to myself or try to find excuses for it. Neither will I lie to you. Nobody, least of all me, would blame you if—”


  “Stop right there,” Hemarchidas said decisively. “I love you. I love you with all my heart and with all that I am. There is nothing, nothing at all about you that I am not prepared to accept. Nothing that I would be ashamed of to share with you. Do you have more horror stories? Bring them on. Try as you may, you can’t make me hate you. Do you have more examples of what kind of monster you are? Lay them on me. I dare you. You can’t make me despise you. You forget that I know you. You are not dirty. You are not guilty. You are not worthless. You are no monster. So, you are not perfect. Big surprise. I don’t care. I don’t give a damn. You are my friend, I love you, and I will take you for what you are, you and all the baggage you bring with you. Did you think me so narrow minded? Did you think I wasn’t big enough to stomach this? Did you think my friendship came with conditions? Well, it doesn’t. And yes, I still admire you. Even more, if that were possible. For how do you live with all that? How do you keep standing? How do you keep functioning? How do you manage to keep sane? How is it you can still care for other people? How is it you can still feel compassion? How do you do all that? And all the while you have a war to prepare for and you’re making an excellent job of it too.”


  Anaxantis pressed himself against Hemarchidas.


  “Oh, Hemarchidas,” he thought desperately, “why couldn’t it have been you? You would have called forth far better things in me. Now I am hurting you, because I am bound to this contaminated love that keeps smoldering in me.”


  “Do you mean that?” he whispered.


  “Of course I do.”


  “It’s just… sometimes I am so afraid that it will overwhelm me. That not only I will grow to like it more and more, but that I will… need it.”


  “I don’t believe that. All I have ever seen of you points in the opposite direction. You’ve told me that you learned it from your mother. To always be true to your word.”


  “My word is the only thing I truly have. She was right.”


  “Exactly. You swore to get back at him and that is what you are doing. That… other thing is a side effect, and it only applies to your rapist. My guess is that it will disappear with him.”


  Anaxantis frowned.


  “I so hope you’re right. And meanwhile?”


  “And meanwhile you make do. Like the rest of us. I for one would be happy to know how you kept going until now. How do you do it?”


  “Deal with all this, live with myself, you mean? I honestly don’t know. I stand often enough at the abyss of my soul, asking that same question, looking down into the dark crevices where the black monsters dwell on the bottom. They gaze up at me, and I look them in the eyes. ‘This also you are,’ they say, and I almost fall into the void.”


  “And then?”


  Anaxantis shrugged.


  “And then? I turn around and go do what needs to be done. What else is there?”


  “So why are you asking me questions if you know the answer already.” Hemarchidas smiled.


  “By the Gods, there are things, far, far less serious, I would never tell anybody, living or dead, and he laid his very soul bare for me to stare at. Never again can I say that he doesn’t trust me. He has laid his honor in my hands.”


  They sat for a long, long time like that, with Hemarchidas keeping his arms protectively around Anaxantis. A strange, soothing peace descended over the young prince. At long last he tugged at Hemarchidas’s arm.


  “Come, let’s go back. I have no time for this. Like you said, I’ve got a war to prepare for.”
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  “I changed the sheets on your bed, like you asked,” was the first thing Ehandar said when, a few days after his long talk with Hemarchidas, Anaxantis entered his room.


  He went over to the bed and took his time inspecting it. Then he nodded and smiled.


  “Very good. I’m so proud of you,” he said in a cheerful voice. “You’re really getting proficient at this, you know. Very, very good.”


  Ehandar accepted the praise with gratitude. He was happy to have pleased his brother. Anaxantis came to him and rubbed his body against his, embracing him and planting a light kiss on one of his shoulders. Then he took a step back and pointed to his mantle. Ehandar unclasped the garment and hung it in the wardrobe.


  “I’ll have your foot bath ready in a minute,” he said while he ungirded Anaxantis’s belt. “You must be tired. Maybe you’d like to go sit in the chair meanwhile?”


  Anaxantis did so, and a minute later Ehandar came back with a basin full of warm water and towels. He was careful to carry the towels over his arm and to not drape them over his shoulders. He didn’t want any misunderstandings. He sat on his knees and heels beside Anaxantis’s feet and started unlacing his boots. When he had taken them off, he guided his feet, one by one, in the warm water. His brother sighed contentedly and this also made him happy.


  “The water isn’t too warm?” Ehandar asked. He smiled, looking up.


  “No, it’s just perfect, exactly what I needed after such a long day, Tarno. Thank you.”


  Ehandar gave him a surprised look.


  “Tarno?” he asked.


  “Oh, yes, I forgot to tell you. Remember I said I would give you a name? Well, I finally decided upon a new one for you. We can’t have you being nameless, if only for the administration.”


  “I… I thought that was only a formality… but that between us…”


  “No, I think it’s better we use it too. After all, it is your real, in fact, your only name.”


  “Still… How did you come by it?”


  “It’s just something I made up. I liked the sound of it. It’s also kinder. One thing less to remind you… of earlier. Anyway, I have decided, and Tarno it will be. I have already notified the administration. I couldn’t keep referring to you as the person that lives in my room, now, could I?”


  “I suppose,” Ehandar said hesitatingly while getting up.


  Anaxantis rested his hand upon his head.


  “Wash my feet, Tarno, will you?”


  “Yes… yes.. of course,” Ehandar said. “Let me get a sponge and soap.”


  Anaxantis removed his hand.


  “From tomorrow on, bring them together with the water and towels.”


  “Is there no end, no end at all, to this?” Ehandar though miserably while he went to the bathroom. “Now he has taken my name. I’ve given it up myself, but I thought that was only for the outside world. What’s next? How much of this can I take? And Tarno. Of all names, Tarno. I know I am not exactly a scholar, but I managed to translate the inscription in Ancient Boltac on the dagger, didn’t I? Does he think I can’t even remember the meaning of a simple, common word like tarno?”


  He sat down again beside Anaxantis’s feet and started washing them.


  “Anaxantis,” he began tentatively, “do we really have to—”


  “Wait,” Anaxantis interrupted him calmly, smiling down upon him. “Do you really think it is appropriate for you to call me by my given name?”


  He placed one wet foot unceremoniously on Ehandar’s thighs.


  “Well, do you?”


  “How else should I call you?” Ehandar asked, looking up with big, round, wondering eyes.


  “Why not what everybody else calls me?”


  Ehandar started drying his foot. Then he realized what his brother wanted from him.


  “You want me to call you…”


  He couldn’t finish his sentence.


  “Why not? General Tarngord doesn’t seem to mind and he is the commander of my army. Do you want to compare yourself with a general?” He smiled indulgently. “Seriously? Look at you.”


  “No… no… of course not,” Ehandar stammered while taking Anaxantis’s other foot in his lap.


  When he had finished drying it, he wanted to stand up, but Anaxantis once again laid his hand on his head, and kept it there.


  “Stay,” he said, smiling friendly. “I know this is new for you, but I’m here to help you. Let’s practice, yes?”


  “Yes,” Ehandar agreed, although he felt everything in him revolting and at the same time he realized how dangerous, how very, very dangerous revolt would be.


  “Yes who?” Anaxantis asked softly.


  Ehandar let his head sink down.


  “Yes… yes…,” he whispered.


  “Yes who?” Anaxantis repeated patiently and as softly as the first time.


  “Yes… My… My Lord,” Ehandar murmured almost inaudible, slurring the words.


  “Better… Louder now.”


  Ehandar remained silent, his head bowed down, with Anaxantis’s hand still resting upon it.


  “Come… You can do it… I know you can do it,” Anaxantis coaxed him on.


  “Yes… My Lord,” Ehandar said, somewhat, but not much, louder.


  “Again and louder.”


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  “Better. Much better. Now, look up. Look at me. Look in my eyes… and again.”


  Ehandar looked up, deeply humiliated and his eyes moist with tears. With some difficulty he forced himself to look in his younger brother’s expectant eyes.


  “Yes, My Lord.”


  Anaxantis patted him on the head, leaned forward and pinched one of his earlobes. Smiling he lifted the earlobe a little bit, forcing Ehandar to tilt his head.


  “Very good, Tarno. Very good. I’m pleased with you,” he said with an indulgent smile.


  He let go of the earlobe and Ehandar remained sitting still.


  “What do you say, when I give you a compliment?”


  “Thank you… eh… I mean, thank you, My Lord.”


  “You’re welcome, Tarno. Now put those things away.”


  When he came back from the bathroom, Anaxantis was standing beside the hearth.


  “Come here,” he said.


  Ehandar went gingerly up to him. Anaxantis took his hand and guided him before the fire where the flames lit up his body. When he raised his head Ehandar noticed that his brother was gazing at every part of his naked body.


  “Let me look at you,” Anaxantis said softly, while he glanced up and down at his brother. “Now, turn around… slowly… slowly… stop… right there.”


  Ehandar stood with his back at Anaxantis now, waiting for permission to move.


  “You’re so beautiful,” he heard his brother whisper.


  He felt his brother’s hand wander down from his neck, over his spine, caressing his backside.


  “My beautiful, beautiful boy.” Then after what seemed like several minutes. “Turn further… slowly… yes.”


  When he was again facing him, Anaxantis wrapped his arms around him, laying his hands, fingers spread wide, possessively on both his buttocks and pressing Ehandar’s naked groin into his own.


  “I just realized,” Anaxantis said with a hoarse, guttural voice, “that it has been a while since I invited you into my bed. Do you want to spend the night with me?”


  Ehandar looked up at him.


  “Of course, of course, of course I want to spend the night with you. I want to spend every night and every day and every waking and every sleeping moment with you, and you know that.”


  “You don’t have to,” Anaxantis said in his normal voice, as to an equal or at least a valued collaborator. “I mean it. You’re completely free to decide what you’d rather do. I promise, I swear, I won’t hold it against you if you were to decline my invitation. There will be no repercussions. No repercussions at all. You have my word. So don’t feel as if you have to.”


  Ehandar nodded.


  He was totally confused. To hear that voice again. To be spoken to like that and not as if he was a nuisance, an annoying child or a lowly servant. It was like water to one who is dying of thirst. And he felt wanted again. Wanted by his love. By his lord. His lord who was pleased with him. There had been real longing, real desire in his love’s voice. So what if… it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter one bit. They were only words and they were what his love, his demanding love wanted to hear.


  What his lord wanted, his lord must have.


  He nodded again.


  “I’m so glad you’re staying,” Anaxantis said, looking coyly, almost in a bashful way, and he kissed him on the cheek. “Shall we go to bed then?” he added, taking his hand and smiling happily.


  Ehandar looked at him, at the handsome face, the golden hair, at the boy who smiled so genuinely invitingly at him, and suddenly it wasn’t difficult anymore. This was his love and it was what his love wanted. Therefore, it was easy. It felt natural even.


  “Yes, My Lord,” Tarno said, and he smiled, happy and contented.
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  Chapter 21


  Warlord
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  “We are leaving for Dermolhea in three days, guys,” Anaxantis said to Arranulf and Obyann who stood at attention. “Please, take a seat.”


  He handed Obyann a parchment.


  “This is a list of the pages I want to accompany me. Take a look.”


  Obyann glanced at the parchment and handed it at Arranulf, who read it from top to bottom.


  “Unless I am very much mistaken, these are all the pages with the highest ranks. Sons of dukes and counts mostly and a few sons of viscounts.”


  “Very discerning, Arranulf,” Anaxantis smiled. “Believe me, I have my reasons.”


  “So you won’t be needing me,” Obyann grumbled.


  “What do you mean?” Anaxantis asked.


  “Yes, what do you mean, Obyann?” Arranulf concurred.


  “Well, isn’t it obvious. The Ramaldahs aren’t dukes or counts, not by a long shot.”


  “Oh, nonsense,” Anaxantis said. “I looked it up. The nobility of the House of Ramaldah predates that of many a duke. In fact, the lack of a specific title attests to that fact. Dukes, counts, marquesses, barons… they are all later inventions. Originally there were only lords and commoners. Make no mistake, somebody was called a count because he wasn’t as high up the social ladder as a lord, and not the other way around.”


  “Humph,” Obyann snorted, but Anaxantis saw that he seemed to grow an inch or two, and he smiled.


  “And your name stood at the top of the list, didn’t you see?” Arranulf said. “Besides, I wouldn’t think of going without you.”


  “Yeah, must have overlooked it,” Obyann said.


  “So, you two,” Anaxantis resumed, “I count on you to see to it that the pages will be on their best behavior and dressed in their finest. Which shouldn’t be too difficult since their uniforms are brand new. Don’t forget, this will be the first time you will have to perform at a public function. And the Amirathan Provincial Council is very, very important to our plans. In fact, everything depends on a good outcome of that meeting.”


  “We’ll do everything in our power to keep them in line, My Lord,” Arranulf said.


  “Oh, and another thing,” Anaxantis said smilingly. “There are still more pages coming. There seems to be an endless supply of them. I expect that there will be over sixty in a few months. So, I have decided to set aside a complete unit of barracks for you guys. That includes a general’s barrack, which will be your place of residence. It will set you aside from the others and give you some privacy.”


  Both Obyann and Arranulf smiled proudly at the announcement.


  “Come on, let’s move in immediately,” Obyann said to Arranulf, the moment they left the war room. “I’m a light sleeper and I could live to be a hundred without ever having to hear a pampered count’s son snivel for his mother again or having a baronet keep me awake with his snoring.”


  After having explained the new arrangement to the twenty or so pages, they began packing their belongings. Rahendo had all the while been looking nervously around him. Finally he scraped all his courage together and went up to Arranulf.


  “You aren’t leaving me, with… with them, are you?” he asked slightly panicking.


  Arranulf looked up, saw his sad, droopy face and smiled encouragingly at him.


  “It will be all right, Rahendo,” he said.


  “No, it won’t. Look at them. They’re so big. And strong. Oh no, it will definitely not be all right.”


  Arranulf looked around. He saw two big guys snickering and glancing furtively in Rahendo’s direction from time to time. It was obvious they were up to no good and Arranulf knew that it only took one ringleader to turn a peaceful group into a pack of hungry wolves. Rahendo began to look more and more like the hare they planned to have for dinner. The constant twitching of his nose only reinforced that image.


  He tugged at Arranulf’s sleeve.


  “Can’t I come with you guys?” he insisted, trying not to whine. “You two have many duties. Meanwhile I could take care of the barrack. Clean it and so on. It would be like having your own page, wouldn’t it?”


  “I’ll have a word with Obyann,” Arranulf said.


  “No, no, no, no, Arranulf, no,” Obyann growled. “Are you bonkers? Have you lost your head? No. The guy sneaks into your bed. In the nude, if you please. Besides, a little scrap won’t hurt him. It might even make a man out of him. Grow some hair on his chest. No. And that’s final.”


  “They’re going to eat him alive, man,” Arranulf said. “Look at them. Some of them seem vicious bullies who—”


  “Bullies? I hate bullies. They remind me of Ruldo. Have I ever mentioned him? He’s barely human. He’s the bully that bullies bullies and one of these days I’m going to… Ooh, I hate that guy.”


  He looked around. Rahendo had found it safer to join them and now he followed with his eyes where Obyann was looking. He was debating whether he would present his case again, when he saw the surly boy go to his bed and worm himself between the head of it and the wall, pushing it forward.


  “Don’t stand there gawking with your mouths open, ladies,” Obyann muttered, “and help me with this bed. Or were you thinking of letting me carry this thing to our barrack by myself?”


  “Oh, oh, oh, I’m coming with you guys, I’m coming with you guys,” Rahendo exclaimed in a rare outburst of enthusiasm.


  “Thank you, Obyann. Thank you, Arranulf,” Rahendo said, while they were hauling his bed to their new abode.


  “Keeping your lips to yourself is thanks enough for me,” Obyann snarled, “and remember, kid, before the first drop of rain touches the ground, you crawl into bed with Landemere. And I don’t care if he’s awake, fast asleep or three days dead and his corpse is stinking to high heaven. Got that?”


  “Yes, Obyann,” Rahendo said, looking like a dutiful puppy.


  Later in the afternoon, Arranulf came into their barrack, carrying some parchments. He took the top one off and handed it to Obyann, who was sitting at the table.


  “A letter from your father, it seems,” he said.


  The rest of the stack he handed to Rahendo.


  “And these are for you.”


  “What’s all that?” Obyann asked, flabbergasted. “Is the whole viscountcy of Eldorn writing to you?”


  “Oh no, just my sisters,” Rahendo said, sitting down at the table and breaking the seal of the letter on top.


  “There hasn’t happened enough in the entire kingdom of Ximerion since you left home to warrant the wasting of so much parchment,” Obyann grumbled.


  “They all write about the same stuff probably. They all tell me the same things when I am at home too. Even if I was there when it happened.”


  “Really, can’t you control your womenfolk? What’s the use of that?”


  “Oh, they tell it all differently, of course.”


  He leaned back and began happily perusing his parchments. After a while he looked up.


  “Aren’t you going to read yours?” he asked.


  “Later,” Obyann replied curtly.


  “But it could be urgent. Who knows? Maybe something very bad happened. You should read it immediately.”


  “I said later, kid.”


  Rahendo looked at him as if he was the most pitiful thing he had ever seen in his whole life.


  “You can’t read, can you?”


  “Sure, I can,” Obyann said annoyed. “I’m just not in the mood, is all.”


  “Prove it,” Rahendo said.


  “Yeah, Ramaldah, prove it,” Arranulf chimed in with a smile. “Ah, of course, that’s why you hadn’t seen your name on the list the prince showed us.”


  “Would you two get off my case already.”


  Rahendo walked over to him, pulled the letter out of his hands, broke the seal, opened it and held it before Obyann’s eyes.


  “Read,” he said morosely.


  “Yeah, read it, Ramaldah,” Arranulf smiled.


  “Oh, all right,” Obyann gave in. “Give me that.”


  He looked at the great, clumsy letters on the parchment and scraped his throat.


  “Dear son,” he read aloud, “How are you? Here, everything is good. I hope that stupid bum Landemere isn’t giving you any trouble. Ruldo is still an asshole. Hope you’re having fun. Be good. Your father. Bye for now.”


  He looked defiantly at the others.


  “Happy now?”


  Rahendo shook his head sadly.


  “That’s not what it says. Besides, you’re holding it upside down.”


  “I knew that,” Obyann said, turning the parchment.


  “He’s got you, Ramaldah,” Arranulf laughed. “You were holding it right to begin with.”


  Obyann’s face became fiery red, both from anger and embarrassment.


  “So, I can’t read. Big deal,” he barked. “What’s it to you? And besides, I’ll have people to read me stuff.”


  He turned his chair, with his face to the wall.


  “Oh no, Obyann, that’s not good. Not good at all,” Rahendo said in a concerned tone. “They will know you can’t read. They’ll tell you whatever they want, and you won’t be able to check it. They’ll rob you blind.”


  He remained standing beside Obyann’s chair, gazing intently at his back.


  “I have an idea,” he said after a while. “I’ll teach you to read and write.”


  “What? Are you out of your mind?” an equally distressed as indignant voice echoed from the wall. “No. Forget it. No.”


  “Four letters a day,” Rahendo said in a monotonous voice.


  “Are you deaf, kid? I said no. No.”


  “Oh,” Arranulf added, “I’ll ask Hemarchidas to ask Tomar to lend us a quill and some ink.”


  “And maybe some used parchment that can be written upon on the backside,” Rahendo added. “Three letters a day,” he then said, turning again towards Obyann’s back.


  “No. What’s so difficult to understand about the word no? No, no and again, no. And go away.”


  “No. Two letters a day,” Rahendo whispered. “Only two letters a day.”


  “Give in already, Ramaldah,” Arranulf said, barely able to prevent himself from laughing out loud. “You know he will stand there days on end until you do.”


  Obyann turned around and looked at the sad face staring at him.


  “Look, kid, I know you mean well. It’s just not for me. Understand?”


  “Two letters a day.”


  “Are you trying to let me lose my composure? By the nine horns of Zardok, what do I have to do to get rid of your infernal whining?”


  “Two letters a day.”


  “Aargh,” Obyann yelled, exasperated.


  “Two. Only two letters a day,” Rahendo droned on, sticking two ringed fingers in his face.


  “One. You hear me? One, and only one. And only to stop you from yammering my ears off my head, you little pest. One. One bloody, stupid, fucking letter.”


  “Yesssss,” Rahendo said. “We’ll begin today.”


  “Oh, by all the Gods in heaven, I need to hurt someone very severely. Where is that worm Ruldo when you need him?”


  “Begin with the first letter of his name,” Arranulf laughed. “A big fat zero.”


  “That’s not nice,” Rahendo said disapprovingly.


  “How about I plant my big fat fist in your big fat face, Landemere, so you can read my big fat knuckles?” Obyann grumbled.


  “Meanwhile, I’ll read your letter to you,” Rahendo said. “Let me see… hm… there is quite a lot of talk about celery apparently, and a certain Ruldo seems to have broken a leg while chasing some girls over a ditch—”


  “Really?” Obyann exclaimed while turning his chair back around. “Well, well. Maybe there is something in that reading thing after all. I wouldn’t have liked to miss that terrific bit of news.”
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  “Most of the other cities, towns and free communities are behind us, never fear,” Uppam Fraleck said, selftisfied. “Those who had their doubts, I simply told that the nobility would in all likelihood vote against your proposal. Since both nobles and commoners have to be in favor with a three fourth majority that would effectively be the end of the tribute. But I urged them to vote for it nevertheless, as you were sure to take note of who did and who didn’t. So, they will vote for the tribute with much ostentation to come into your good graces, at the same time counting on the nobles to block your proposal. Convincing the nobility, on the other hand…”


  “Leave the nobles to me, Lord Mayor,” Anaxantis said, smiling faintly. “Believe me, I will paint them a picture of what will happen if they have the temerity to vote me down that will haunt their dreams for weeks to come.”


  “And then?”


  “And then the collection of the tribute must start as soon as possible. So must the recruitment. And the training. You’ll be pleased to know that I have decided to encamp part of the Amirathan Militia on a royal domain, not far from here. Their initial training will take place at Lorseth, then they will move here. I expect most of the soldiers will spend their pay in your good city.”


  The mayor rubbed his hands.


  “Excellent. They won’t be a burden, though? Unruly behavior, you know?”


  Anaxantis shrugged.


  “There’s always a possibility of that. But I expect no more inconvenience than what you have now. Besides, we have copied the disciplinary rules of the army for the militia. Have you ever seen what a horsewhip does to a man’s back? I assure you, whoever has witnessed that once, becomes very, very careful not to transgress the rules.”


  “Between your sergeants and our city guard we won’t be running into too much trouble then. Oh, before I forget, the other thing… I think I have convinced the majority, although not everybody, and I’m sure the motion will pass easily.”


  “Good of you to mention it. I don’t want it done by voting. I want it done by acclamation.”


  “Acclamation?”


  “Yes, acclamation. I don’t want anybody counting afterwards. I want the appearance of unanimity, of a united province. Think you can do it?”


  “Oh, yes. It’s even easier. Well, in a few hours the die will be cast.”


  Both men looked at each other and each saw that, notwithstanding their outward calmness, they were nervous.


  “You’re certain,” Mayor Fraleck asked, “that the king won’t intervene when you start moving against the Mukthars?”


  “I’m very certain that he will intervene. Or at least try to intervene. Like the nobility, you can leave His Glorious Majesty to me, Lord Mayor. I assure you, I am nothing like the count of Whingomar.”


  “Strangely enough, I believe you,” Uppam Fraleck thought. “I may well have grown soft in the head, but by the Gods, I believe that you can outwit and outmaneuver your father. I might be mistaken, but at least it will be an exciting mistake to make.”
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  “Come on, guys, try to look as if you belonged together and not as if you were some flotsam accidentally washed together by an unkind sea.”


  Obyann snorted. The prince had ordered them to make the pages presentable, and he was perfectly prepared to kick them into presentability if need be. Of course, Landemere stood there looking all impressive while being of no use whatsoever. He flicked an imaginary speck of dust of his mantle and planted his fists in his sides.


  “So, let me repeat, there will be no pushing and pulling, no slouching and no wiping your noses on your sleeves. And, yes, I’m looking at you Rivrant. And no farting. Absolutely no farting. Don’t look away, Yondar, you know very well I mean you. Man, you could chase a regiment of Mukthars back over the Somertian Mountains with those butt explosions of yours. And Eldorn, I know I said to look decorously, but there is no need to pull a face as if we were attending the funeral of your twenty-five odd sisters. We want to impress the representatives and the nobility, not make them commit suicide, so lighten up. Iramid, believe it or not, you’re even more handsome when you keep those flaps of wild flesh you call lips together. I’d never thought the day would come I would say this, but there you are.”


  “You could use a comb yourself,” Arranulf whispered in his ear.


  “There’s nothing wrong with my hair,” Obyann hissed back.


  “Not if you want to impersonate a haystack in a storm, no.”


  “Humph, we’d better get our act together. The prince will be coming any minute now.”


  They knew all too well that the prince liked to be called My Lord, the form of address of his lesser title of lord governor, but amongst themselves and to all others, except Anaxantis himself, they called him the prince and His Highness. Not particularly out of reverence. It was more to enhance their own standing as his pages.


  They were waiting in a little room that gave out to the main entrance hall. The Provincial Council was being held in Dermolhea’s City Hall, an ancient and imposing building. A big hall had been fitted with benches on both sides of the aisle and a dais with a throne at the far end. Some tables and chairs were put aside for Tomar and his scribes.


  Since noon people had started arriving. They flocked together according to their status in life. The higher nobles, the lower nobility, the mayors of important cities and those of more modest townships. Everybody knew why the lord governor had called the Provincial Council. The invitation had plainly stated that his proposal was a tribute to raise a Provincial Militia to defend Amiratha against the expected barbarian onslaught. It had also stated that those who didn’t attend the meeting would be presumed to be in favor of the tribute. No wonder the turnout was enormous, which pleased Anaxantis, but worried Tomar.


  Around two in the afternoon Tomar asked for silence and bade the nobles and the representatives of the communities to take their prearranged places. The nobility right of the aisle, the commoners left. When they were all seated, an expectant buzz began to fill the hall. After about a quarter of an hour, two trumpeters of the cavalry entered and sounded their horns.


  “All rise,” a herald shouted.


  Everybody stood up and when the ruckus had died down somewhat, Anaxantis entered the room, walking briskly down the aisle, followed by his personal guard and ten pages.


  “His Royal Highness, Prince Anaxantis, Lord Governor of the Northern Marches, Regent of Landemere,” the herald intoned.


  While Anaxantis sat down in his throne-like chair, his guards took position left and right, slightly behind him and the pages likewise fanned out to either side, slightly in front of him. Arranulf and Obyann stood nearest to the throne. Sir Eckfred, who sat very visibly in the first row, prodded both his neighbors and pointed excitedly at his son, who did his best to ignore him. At last, when his sire began to wave at him, he shot him an angry look.


  When about a hundred cavaliers, fully armed and led by their general, started to enter the hall, all heads turned in their direction. The soldiers spread evenly out against the walls, behind the benches. The representatives of the people didn’t seem too distressed, but many a noble began to glance furtively around him. Some looked with questioning eyes at Anaxantis.


  “My Lords, My Lords, please don’t be alarmed,” he said in a calm but firm tone. “That is just my personal guard.”


  All heads turned again when they heard the big doors close. They were just in time to see that the entrance hall was also teeming with armed soldiers.


  Tomar began the proceedings by a long, tedious explanation of how the Mukthars had always looked upon the Northern Marches as their favorite hunting grounds. How time upon time they had invaded the province and plundered it mercilessly, leaving in their wake nothing but death and destruction, and how everything pointed to the near certainty of this happening over and over again.


  One by one some carefully selected and duly coached Dermolhean citizens, who had witnessed the previous invasion, told their horror stories in grueling details. When they had done, General Iftang Busskal explained how the kingdom was threatened in the South and the small Army of the North was really all they could hope for to protect them. After which he demonstrated amply that it wouldn’t be strong enough by far to even slow down the barbarians.


  By now some of the representatives of the people and most of the nobles began to fidget nervously upon their benches.


  Tomar again took the floor and held up both his arms.


  “The future doesn’t look pretty, we know, My Lords, gentlemen, but we are lucky enough to have a dynamic lord governor. As head of his administration I have had the distinct honor to work closely with him, and I can assure you that His Highness will leave nothing undone to prevent the barbarians to inflict their damage upon us again. Of course, to accomplish that, His Lordship must have the necessary means and that is precisely why we are here. We want to raise a militia of about seven to eight thousand men. To recruit, equip, train and feed them, in short, to keep them in the field, we have estimated the total cost between thirty-two and thirty-six thousand and six hundred rioghal.”


  He paused for dramatic effect. A subdued rumbling sound was heard as the attendants gave whispered comments to their neighbors.


  “As the tribute would be calculated by the same criteria as the normal taxes are, it is easy to give you an estimate. The tribute would amount to one-twentieth of what you pay the Royal Treasury yearly. I am sure you’ll agree that is a very reasonable price to assure your safety.”


  He looked around.


  “Are there any questions?”


  As prearranged the lord mayor of Dermolhea stood up.


  “Permit me, as host of this assembly, to thank His Royal Highness for the great care with which he executes his office of lord governor. I think I speak in the name off all the representatives of the free communities, when I say that we are very grateful for the concern he has for our safety. I’m sure we can all agree that the prospect of having an armed force, dedicated to the defense of the province of Amiratha, is an alluring one. Nevertheless, considering that we already pay a not insignificant amount by way of taxes to the Royal Treasury, the proposed tribute seems rather elevated.”


  Tomar, who didn’t know that Anaxantis had requested Uppam Fraleck to ask this specific question, made as to reply.


  “Thank you, Master Parmingh,” Anaxantis interrupted him, “but I will answer that myself.”


  He looked at the representatives of the people, but didn’t stand up.


  “I must ask you not to confound the Royal Taxes with this tribute. In contrast with the former, the latter won’t leave Amiratha. Think about it. Which of the greater cities, and even the smaller townships, hasn’t a problem with crime? You all do. Crime that usually is the result of poverty. The Amirathan Militia will give a gainful employment to at least seven thousand men. You might even consider, for lesser offenses, to give the condemned criminal a choice between imprisonment and taking service in the Militia. I’m sure the vast majority will choose this far more appealing option. Try to imagine what all this will mean for your cities and towns. Less crime, means fewer city guards and fewer prisoners to guard and feed. And, of course, less damage. A substantial economy, I would think. Instead you get people who are paid and who will send part of that pay home to their family, who, in their turn, will spend that money locally on food, housing and other necessities. The rest of their pay, they will undoubtedly spend wherever they are stationed in Amiratha. Furthermore, the Militia will need weapons, uniforms, tents, food, carts and all kind of materials, which will all be bought in the province. I think you will agree with me that all these factors together will make for a better standard of living and a more vibrant local economy. Which in its turn will make for higher revenue in city taxes. In fact, my administration has calculated that more than three quarters of every rioghal will return to your coffers within six months.”


  There followed many other questions, mostly about minor details of the proposal, which were answered by Tomar. The more questions were asked, the more it became clear that the representatives of the people weren’t questioning the tribute itself anymore, but the finer points of its implementation. The principle of it seemed to have been accepted.


  After the last intervention, Uppam Fraleck stood up again and looked at his colleagues. Then he turned to Anaxantis.


  “I think Your Highness has made an exhaustively argued and impressive case, so without further ado, I will put the proposal to the vote.”


  With that he turned around to face his colleague representatives.


  “All those in favor, please raise your hand.”


  The lord mayor of Dermolhea had done his work of preparing the representatives very thoroughly, and almost to a man they raised their arms.


  “I’m happy to report, Your Highness, that the ayes have it as far as your loyal free communities are concerned.”


  Before he had had a chance to sit down, one of the nobles at the other side of the aisle had stood up.


  “That is all very well for the commoners, Your Highness, but I fail to see what we, the nobility, have to gain from this proposal.”


  Anaxantis turned slowly towards the speaker and raised his eyebrows.


  “Does Your Grace mean to say that in some miraculous way the duchy of Yondar is spared from crime and poverty?”


  “No, of course not, Your Highness, but we have our ways to—”


  “Well then,” Anaxantis interrupted him, “there you have your answer. But, more importantly, Your Grace seems to forget that it is the obligation of the nobility to assist in the defense of the realm. In fact, the law of the land clearly states that it is your sacred duty to answer the call for help of the king in person with as many men as your demesne can muster. The regular taxes don’t exempt you from this duty. What goes for the king goes for his representative. Which happens to be me.”


  He stood up and looked down the rows of nobles, before fixating the duke of Yondar again.


  “I will exempt every noble House from that duty, on condition that my proposal is accepted. Furthermore, those of you who have more adult sons than they know what to do with should consider sending them to the Militia. I assure you that, upon proven ability, they will be given a commission of officer.”


  He let his words sink in for a few moments.


  “Of course, My Lords, the decision is completely yours. However, should you choose to vote down my entirely reasonable, fair and even moderate proposal, you leave me no other choice than to enforce the law. Don’t believe for one second that because my predecessors never have done so, that I will not either. On the contrary, I will see it as my duty to visit each and every demesne in person, accompanied by my personal guard.”


  He took a step forward.


  “I assure you,” he resumed, “that I will see to it that you all, to the last man, will fulfill your duty as nobles to the full extend. To be honest, there is much to be said for that alternative.”


  He looked the duke of Yondar in the eyes.


  “I will count it an honor, and indeed I look forward to fighting the Mukthars in the first ranks with Your Grace at my side,” he bit at the surprised duke.


  He took another step forward, which brought him side by side with Arranulf. Then he crossed his arms.


  A deafening silence descended upon the banks of the nobility as they stared as a man at the lord governor and Arranulf, duke of Landemere, in his uniform of page of the prince. The young duke turned red as a beet under their stares, while he realized just why Anaxantis had placed him there. The nobles saw in their mind’s eyes the lord governor, and lots and lots of those soldiers that stood behind them, arriving at their castles. After the first shock they began to throw each other shifty looks.


  Sir Eckfred of Ramaldah stood up.


  “Your Mightiness, if you permit me to say so, I think your proposal is entirely reasonable, as you pointed out yourself. Frankly, I can’t spare the men. In a few weeks time the soil has to be prepared for sowing and then there’s celery to be planted. So I need all my men in the fields and not sitting in some tent at the border. I myself wouldn’t mind to fight the barbarians, in fact, I would be proud to do so, certainly side by side with your highly self, were it not that meanwhile the whole of Ramaldah would go to pot. Can’t leave things to the peasants, you know. They’re good people and they mean well, generally speaking, but they’re not too bright. Mind you, one twentieth of the Royal Taxes isn’t exactly cat’s pee, as we say in Ramaldah, but if I have to leave my demesne when I should be overseeing the planting, that would be a disaster and would cost far, far more. So, for me it’s aye.”


  He winked at Obyann, who feigned to not know him, and sat down again.


  “Thank you, My Lord,” Anaxantis said. “I’m very pleased to hear that one of the oldest Houses of Amiratha, with an impeccable record of service to the crown, sees it my way.”


  He turned once again to the duke of Yondar, who had been looking pensively at his son who stood a few places to the left of Arranulf.


  “Well, Your Grace, do you begin to see the advantages of my modest proposal, or shall I accompany you back to Yondar?”


  “The farther you stay away from my lands, the better,” the duke fumed inside. “The last thing I need is an arrogant royal busybody prying into my affairs.”


  “I think I can see the soundness of your proposal, Your Highness. The duchy of Yondar has always been a firm buttress to the throne, and certainly in times like these we should each of us bear our share of the burden. If Your Highness deems it preferable that we should assist him with our treasury, instead of personally with our swords on the field of honor, which I hasten to say our House has done many times in the past, it is not my place to doubt the wisdom of that decision. You can count on my vote.”


  “And the peasants and the villages will have a nasty surprise when, in my turn, I raise their taxes. By the three tails of Zardok, I’m not going to lose one copper sarth over this. It will be no skin of my nose. And as for you, Tanahkos whelp, have your money, raise your Militia and ride to a glorious and painful death at the hand of the Mukthars, for all I care.”


  The nobles looked around and saw in each other’s eyes what they were thinking already themselves. If great and mighty duchies like Landemere and Yondar had to bow to the will of the lord governor, young as he was, what chance did they stand? Better not to antagonize the prince and give him his money. So, first hesitatingly, but gradually faster and louder the ayes began to sound from the benches of the Amirathan nobility.


  Anaxantis turned around to hide his satisfied, triumphant smile, and when his face was back to the disinterested, haughty expression he had adopted for the Council, he sat down.


  “I declare the proposal of His Highness, the prince and lord governor, duly adopted by the Council of Amiratha,” Tomar intoned.


  At that moment the lord mayor of Dermolhea again took the floor.


  “My Lords, my colleagues,” he said, addressing both the nobles and the representatives of the people, “the Amirathan Militia is a fact. A new era in our proud history has dawned, and no longer do we need to rely exclusively on the might of the kingdom for our own defense. It goes without saying that the august person who has had the foresight and the vision to make this come true shall personally take upon himself the command of these, our newly to be formed, troops. In light of this, I put forward the motion that we revive the ancient title by which the commanders in chief of Amiratha used to be known.”


  He turned to Anaxantis.


  “Your Highness, permit me to be the first to address you, in name of this Council, by that title.”


  He raised his right arm and made a fist.


  “Hail to the Warlord,” he cried.


  Carefully chosen friends of Fraleck who he had judiciously distributed among the representatives, took over the cry.


  “Hail to the Warlord,” sounded out of a dozen mouths, and soon ever more and more representatives added their voices to the jubilant chorus. At first only a few of the nobles joined in, but nobody dared risk being the last to remain silent for fear of being noticed by Tomar, who was studying both sides of the aisle and whose underlings were writing diligently, the Gods may know what.


  Anaxantis stood up once again and let the ever more enthusiastic cries undulate over him with a contented smile. The noise was deafening.


  “Hail to the Warlord, hail to the Warlord, hail to the Warlord.”


  From the back of the room Hemarchidas looked upon the scene.


  “He’s happy, thank the Gods, he’s happy. Good for you, my friend. Look at the aplomb with which he accepts their adulation. As if it were nothing more than his rightful due. Another day, another title. And this one isn’t even remotely ceremonial. This one carries with it the might and main of seven thousand swords. Yes, indeed: hail to the Warlord.”
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  Anaxantis and his train left the hall first. Once in the side chamber of the entrance hall, he turned around, unclasped his mantle and gave it to one of his guards for safekeeping. Then he turned to the pages.


  “OK, guys,” he said, “you can all go and spend some time with your fathers. Report back to your lodging by this evening.”


  The boys forgot all ceremony and decorum instantly and scooted away, looking for their sires. Except Arranulf, who stood hesitantly, not knowing what to do or how to carry himself. His lower lip quivered slightly. When, through the door, he saw Obyann almost disappear in Sir Eckfred’s bear hug, his eyes became moist.


  “Oh, Arranulf,” Anaxantis, who had seen his distress, said, “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I’m so, so sorry. And after I used you to intimidate the nobles, too.”


  He took the boy in his arms.


  “It’s nothing, My Lord,” Arranulf said, “I understand. You had to. I know that. I just wished… Should you do this? It seems… it seems not fitting for a warlord.”


  Anaxantis looked at him and laughed.


  “I don’t give a damn. Come, you’ll stay with me this afternoon. You’ll sit beside me at the banquet the lord mayor is giving.”


  He looked in the entrance hall until he saw Tomar and motioned him to come.


  “Don’t fear, warlord,” Tomar said with a big smile, “the records will show that you were chosen unanimously, by acclamation.”


  “Never mind that,” Anaxantis said. “I want you to prepare an order to the effect that the Duchess Athildis and Sir Threnn are given leave to write to and receive letters from His Grace, the duke. See to it that your scribes have it ready for me to sign and put my seal upon by the end of the banquet. I want it dispatched by special courier, together with the first letter of His Grace, as soon as he has written it.”


  He turned to Arranulf.


  “I know it’s not the same, but it’s the best I can do.”


  “It’s plenty, My Lord, and more than I dared hope for. You’re very magnanimous and I thank you,” Arranulf whispered.


  “Well then, give us a smile and let’s go see what the good citizens of Dermolhea are serving us. I for one could eat a horse. Shall we, Your Grace?”


  Arranulf looked at him through still slightly teary eyes.


  “Didn’t you say that pages weren’t addressed by their titles?”


  “Ah, yes, but this afternoon Your Grace is my guest.”


  “In that case, why certainly, Your Highness, by all means, let’s go see what they have prepared for us.” Arranulf smiled.


  “See, that’s better. Oh yes, since you’re sitting next to me, that means Hemarchidas will have to move over and you will be between us. I hope that will suit you?”


  “That will suit me fine.”


  “And I wouldn’t take it amiss if you preferred his conversation to mine.”


  “Yes, thank you… hey, what does Your Highness mean by that?”


  “I may be many things, Your Grace, but being blind is not one of them,” Anaxantis said with a barely suppressed grin. “Come, I’ll race you to the banquet hall,” he said, and laughing he darted away to the broad marble stairs.


  “Not fair,” Arranulf shouted, running after him.


  Not a few of the representatives and nobles reacted testily when they were jostled by two laughing boys running up the stairs. When some of them saw that one of the rascals bore an uncanny resemblance to the warlord, they shook their head in wonder.
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  “Should I intervene now or give him some more rope to hang himself with?” the high king pondered.


  He squinted his eyes, cursing them for getting weaker, and read the two small pieces of parchment again.


  “Poor Dem, he was left to rot in Lorseth while my youngest ignored him completely and went to mold the whole of Amiratha to his hand. All he can report is hearsay. Now, the other one has a lot more interesting facts to report. So, he threatened to call the nobility under arms, unless they voted him his money. That was dangerous, my son. Your grandfather and I have done everything possible to dismantle the military might and traditions of the old nobility, and you almost reinstated them. Our policies seem to have worked though, as they apparently preferred to fork over the money instead of taking the field. Still… it was a dangerous gamble. I wonder if you knew all this and whether it was part of your calculations. Equally surprising is that you seem to have made a covenant with the commoners, or at least with some of them, and used them against the nobility. Now that is a clever ploy, though a complex balancing exercise. And again, only a few people knew what you were planning beforehand, and I doubt you told even them everything. More likely you told each of them just enough to execute your orders and gave none of them the complete picture.”


  He rubbed his eyes, wondering if it wasn’t time to take his youngest son into his confidence and treat him on par with his brothers, Tenaxos the Younger and Portonas.


  “Maybe not just yet. Neither will I intervene. The spectacle is too fascinating and I want to see what your next move will be. However, I know already that you’ve got talent. But you are still very young and your old father might still be able to teach you a trick or two. Which I will do after all this is over. Tenaxos and Portonas will have to lump it.


  “Meanwhile, carry on. Refine your plans. Cast your nets wider. Build up your military strength. The more power you accumulate, the greater your devastation will be when I take it all away, Warlord.”


  


  [image: ]


  “I know, Mandigaill, whom they call the Hunter, this was not the story you expected, was it? This was not how it was supposed to go…”


  …


  “What about Anaxantis the Merciful, you ask? Anaxantis the Wise? Anaxantis, Shield of Amiratha? Anaxantis the Conqueror? Anaxantis the Lion and Anaxantis the Great? We’ll come to those too. But you can’t have them without this one and a few others, Friend of Wolves.”


  …


  “And who are you to say? Have you ever been raped? It certainly was not among the secrets with which you paid me. No? So, how do you know? How do you know that the damage stops with the vile act itself? How do you know that it isn’t a contamination, a festering disease that eats at your mind and soul? Do you revile the cripple for not being able to walk and pity the brute who broke his legs? Do you reproach the victim for cruelly flaunting his deformity in the face of the one who caused his condition, thus tormenting him? You know not of what you speak so inconsiderately, yet with such unfounded assurance.”


  …


  “Don’t forget I could see you, Hunter. You may wish to deny it, but some part of you was enticed by the power for power’s sake. By the thrill of having absolute control over another human being. I could see the effect it had on you. You felt the allurement. So spare me your overbearing, but pointless protestations.”


  …


  “Complete? Yes, I can see how you would think that. Yes, it would seem that his victory was complete. Hadn’t he arrived in the North, a scrawny, friendless, powerless boy, adorned with an empty title, and at the mercy of his older brother? At best a pawn in the cruel game that was the struggle for the Devil’s Crown?”


  …


  “Yes, yes he did. In fact, he turned the tables on all of them, but indeed, first and foremost on his brother, his aggressor and his lover.”


  …


  “No, because he knew all too well how temporary his triumph was, how limited its scope. And after all, what had he gained? The privilege of standing in the first ranks against a wild horde of savages. The attention of his older brothers, who now saw a clear and present danger in his continued existence. The weary distrust of the old lion, his father, the high king. The wrath of the conniving crones of the Order of the Great Goddess.”


  …


  “Sure, he had friends he could count on, but he realized all the same how narrow his power base was. How scant his resources, compared to that of the kingdom of Ximerion. How precarious his authority, resting as it did on the goodwill and trust of relatively few people, the wavering loyalty of an army not completely under his control, and the fickle support of the people.”


  …


  “That, the future would reveal. As for how and why? Not by force alone, that’s for sure, but by cunning, by his wits. By calculation. By thinking three, four, five and more steps ahead. By considering all possible permutations. And also by knowing when to use force, and precisely how much of it, ruthlessly and decisively. But mainly by being Anaxantis.”


  …


  “You ask what can not be answered, Mandigaill. Not easily, anyway. There is that indefinable quality in leaders. It reveals itself when the hour calls upon them. For some that may be late in life, when everybody thinks their life has already been lived. Others have to cheat nature and grow up faster than she intended. Tenaxos was right in that respect, though he didn’t foresee just how right.”


  …


  “Oh yes, his triumph was resounding. It made waves in the whole kingdom and far beyond its borders. It had drawn attention to him. Where before he had been just another princeling, now not a few began to see him as dangerous. And they all started moving against him at the same time. To complicate matters, he knew that even his immediate circle was not impermeable. Also, he was aware of his own weaknesses. It made him doubt. Sometimes it made him waver. Even despair was no stranger to him, as we shall see. Finally, there was his love, who was also his hate. It made him confused and afraid. Afraid he would lose his sanity. Afraid that eventually he would fall prey to what he called his monsters. But all that, Wolves’ Friend, is for another day, another evening.”


  …


  “Yes. Come back in two weeks. Since you are out of secrets, that should give you time to make new ones. For now, I’ve grown tired of you, and I want to be alone, with my memories and my ghosts.”
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  A FREE Book


  Is Waiting For You


   


  Five over the top stories about four guys living together


   


  Just Don’t Mess With Us


   


  Warning: male on male sex, coarse language and preposterous situations will abound. Alan, the narrator, is cynical, irreverent, maybe slightly immoral, but extremely protective of what he calls his family and he has heart of gold. Don’t take what he says too seriously…
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  You can begin reading Just Don’t Mess With Us for FREE in minutes. All you need to do is join my readers group here.


  http://www.ximerion.com/ml


  Andrew Ashling


  Dear Reader,


  Thank you for reading this book. I hope you enjoyed — or at least were intrigued by — the adventures of Anaxantis so far, and I hope you’ll read the next volume, Bonds of Fear.


  Would you mind taking a moment to jump on whichever retailer you found this book and write a few words about it? This helps me, but it also helps readers like yourself. Tastes differ, and every honest review, even those of a few sentences, can help others determine whether this story could be something for them. Thank you in advance.


  This is the link to the book page on Amazon where you can leave a rating and a short review. “I liked this book” is enough.


  On the next pages you’ll find information about the other books in this series.


  On my site you will also find links to all my other books as well as links where they are available.



I also have a newsletter. If you want me to mail you when I have a new release or a free story, please subscribe to my New Releases Newsletter.


  If for any reason at all you’d like to contact me, you can do so through the Contact-form on my site.



  I have a blog on my site (www.ximerion.com), divided in regular blog posts, shorter news items and longer articles. In the About section you will find out where I hang out on the Internet. Feel free to friend me wherever you find me.


  I also plan a section with more background information on the world of Anaxantis.


  Thank you again,



  Andrew Ashling
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  The Invisible Chains
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  The Invisible Chains - Part 1: Bonds of Hate (Book I)


  The Invisible Chains - Part 2: Bonds of Fear (Book II)


  The Invisible Chains - Part 3: Bonds of Blood (Book III)


   


   


   


   


   


   


  The Invisible Hands
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  The Invisible Hands - Part 1: Gambit (Book IV)


  The Invisible Hands - Part 2: Castling (Book V)


  The Invisible Hands - Part 3: Pawn Storm (Book VI)


  The Invisible Hands - Part 4: Mate (Book VII)


  Other Books by Andrew Ashling


   


  A Dish Served Cold
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  There is one upside to almost getting raped. It proves that you’re at least desirable to someone. Maybe Andrew Ashton is just a little bit too rational for his own good. Not however where it concerns his best friend Sean Denham, scion of a political dynasty, and like him from a privileged background. There’s only one problem: Sean is straight. Of course he is.


  Being born into money was up until now one of the smartest moves Andrew Nathaniel Ashton VII ever made. It keeps him free from worries about his future, earning a living and more of those trivialities, so he can dedicate himself to the really important things in life. Like getting laid.


  In his society indentured servitude, commonly known as slavery, has been reintroduced for several, but mainly economical reasons. It doesn’t bother him all that much. Slaves are kept on large farming corporations, in factories, in the backside of stores and such. Out of sight.


  Andrew knows slavery exists, and he doesn’t approve, but on the other hand, it is not as if he made the system what it is. Yes, there was this one time when it touched him personally, but what could he do about it? It is not as if slavery is ever going to become a personal issue, is it?


  Andrew thinks the future, all in all, looks bright and carefree. He thinks he is about to find true love. He thinks he is safe.


  He is wrong.


  Just Don’t Mess With Us


  Family Matters
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  These stories are fast food, ice creams, snacks. Right after eating them, you will feel hungry again. They have no nutritious value whatsoever, but I hope you’ll find them tasty. Ever thought about how it would be if you were in love with three persons at once? And all three were in love with you? And with each other? And you lived together? And you all were guys? Wouldn’t it just be like a family? That is what Alan thinks… Alan is a bit rude and he sees and has so much sex, that he talks constantly about it, almost without realizing it.


  If male on male sex, graphic scenes or coarse language offend you, this is probably not for you.


  Every chapter is a little story by itself, but in the same setting. Yet it is best to read them in sequence, as each story tells you something more about one or more of the characters.
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